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CHAPTER ONE 


OPERATION SEA MONSTER 


ROME, Feb. 2 (Reuters) A USAF fighter-bomber, believed to have 
been carrying a nuclear bomb, was reported missing tonight over the 
northern Adriatic. The plane was on a routine flight from a base in 
southern Austria to another base in Spain. The aircraft’s last 
communication was with a civilian radio station in Trieste. The 
transmission was a routine inquiry about weather. So far as is known 
the crash was not witnessed. USAF sources here refused to comment, 
other than to point out that if the plane was carrying a nuclear bomb 
it would not be armed.... 


IT WAS cold in Paris. Outside the swank Hotel Crillon snow was 
drifting down in lazy curlicues but Nick Carter did not know or care 
about the snow; the silken drapes of his suite were closely drawn and 
he was kissing Georgette. It was, KILLMASTER thought as her warm 
moist lips clung to his and her sharp little tongue teased, a marvellous 
way to begin a new day. Georgette Duclos was a delectable sex 
machine. You pushed a button—in this case all you did was kiss one 
small pointed breast—and her motor started to purr. There was only 
one way to stop Georgette’s motor— make love to her. 

Georgette suddenly pushed Nick away and stared at him with 
narrowed green eyes. “Nicholas Carter—you do not yet say you love 
me!” Her English came heavily wrapped in French. 

She was wearing only Nick’s pyjama top, caught with a single 
button, and resembled a lovely small doll in a tent. Georgette was just 
twenty and sexually precocious even for a French girl. Nick had 
known her for years, since she was a gangling child, all legs and spots, 
and before last night had not seen her in a long time. He was having a 
nightcap in a Montmartre cave when, out of thin air, she had 
appeared at his elbow, all grown up and lovely. Georgette had 
abandoned her own party and, later, all but forced herself into his 
bed. 

Nick pulled her down close to him again. “Je te trouve tres jolie,” 
he murmured into the fragrant blonde hair. 

She struggled to pull away again, but he held her in the crook of 
one powerful arm. “It is not the same thing,” Georgette panted. “Of 
course I am beautiful! Even stupid boys tell me that. But I want you to 
love me, Nick. Really love me.” 


Nick Carter released her with an inward sigh. No matter who they 
were, how old or young, it always came to this. They wanted to be 
assured they were loved. KILLMASTER had as many faults as the next 
man—lying was not one of them. Except in the practice of his 
profession. 

He gazed at the high ceiling with a soulful expression, fixing his 
eyes on one of the romping putti— everything about the Crillon was 
rococo in the extreme—and tried not to laugh. He raised his right 
hand and looked Georgette in the eye. 

“T cannot tell a lie, honey. I do not love you. I have never loved a 
woman. I cannot. It is the old family curse of the Carters. We are 
never permitted to love. Make love, yes. Really love, no. It is very 
sad.” 

Georgette regarded him suspiciously. The pyjama jacket had fallen 
away to disclose girlish breasts with tiny strawberry tips. She gnawed 
at her full under lip. “You are a beeg fool!” 

Nick smiled. “Without doubt, sweetheart.” 

She settled on her trim haunches beside him, bouncing a little on 
the springy mattress. “Me trouve tu sympathique?” 

Nick grinned. “Indeed I do. Je t’aime beaucoup. I like you a lot, 
Georgette. You are nice. You are also a hot little wench and I think we 
had better break this up before—” 

The girl scowled. “How leetle wench? What means?” 

“Never mind, honey. Just get dressed and get going. And, as they 
are supposed to say in Brooklyn, leave us pray that neither your father 
nor your fiance ever find out about this. It might cause an 
international incident and my boss wouldn’t like that.” Georgette’s 
father was an important member of the Corps Diplomatique and her 
current fiance—she had had several—was an attache to De Gaulle. 

“Non,” said the girl firmly. “I will not get dressed— not yet.” She 
hurled her lithe body at Nick again. She threw one shapely slim leg 
over his muscle-corded thighs and began kissing him. “Je t’aime, Nick 
\” 

There was a discreet knock on the door. 

“Merde,” said Georgette. “Go away. Allez vous en!” 

“Entrez,” said Nick Carter. He pulled the bed covers over them. 

An elderly maid entered carrying covered dishes on a bed tray. “As 
you ordered, M’sieur. Dix heures.” 

“Fine,” said Nick. “Saved by the breakfast gong. Just put it here, 
please.” He winked at the pouting girl. “You see—I even share my 
breakfast with you.” 

The maid, a true Frenchwoman, arranged the tray on the bed, her 
face expressionless. What matter? Americans were all sex fiends and 
the young girls of today—well! 


She moved swiftly about the room, stooping to gather up a frock, a 
pair of yellow panties, stockings, a garter belt. She deposited them on 
a chair and went to the door. “Will there be anything else, M’sieur?” 

Nick, through a mouthful of croissant, said, “No. Merci.” Georgette 
glowered. 

The maid closed the door but did not immediately go away. She 
lingered, her ear pressed close to the door, a wistful expression on her 
plain old face. Youth. Love. Mon Dieu—how short a time it lasts ! 

In the room a phone rang and she heard the man answer. A 
handsome brute, that one. What muscles! She listened as his voice, 
resonant and pleasant, yet with a certain chill bite to it, came clearly 
through the thin door. 

“Carter here—oh, good morning, Chief. Well—no sir. Not exactly 
alone. What? But, sir, I just got here. Yes—yes, I know that. I’m 
always subject to—” 

Silence. The maid heard him say, sotto voce, “Cut it out, honey. 
Not now. This is business.” 

Then : “Yes, sir. Pl be on the next plane. Goodbye, sir.” 

The click of a phone being hung up. The girl said, “You are go 
back to the States, Nick?” 

“Yes. I are go back to the States, damn it. Vite. At once. Post haste. 
Right now! Get dressed, sweetheart, and take off. Maybe I’ll see you 
again some day and—” 

“Non! Not yet. There is still time for—” 

“There is no time, Georgette. When the boss yells I jump. It is a big 
business deal, you understand? Beaucoup d’argent. A lot of money.” 

“T do not care. There is still time for love.” 

“No.” 

“Qui!” 

There was a crash and tinkle of falling crockery and silver. The 
maid winced. The bed tray had fallen—or been thrown. 

She heard the girl’s little half scream. 

“Je vous aime, Nick! Je t'aime—” 


It was snowing heavily in Washington and the forecast was for 
bitter cold, yet it was hot and stuffy in the dimly lit conference room. 
KILLMASTER was sweating lightly as he sat with his boss, Hawk, and 
listened to the details of Operation Sea Monster. This room was used 
only for “most secret” conferences and briefings, and Nick did not 
know its exact location. He and Hawk, conducted by an armed guard, 
had come via a series of elevators leading down to sub-basements 
through a labyrinth of corridors. Nick guessed he was somewhere in 
the bomb shelters under the State Department Building. 

A bird Colonel was standing before a large illuminated map at one 


end of the long darkened room with a pointer in his hand. The tip 
rested on the northern Adriatic Sea where it squeezed together 
between Venice and Trieste. 

“About seventy-five miles across,” the Colonel was saying. He 
tapped the map with the pointer. “Our plane, and the bomb, is down 
in here somewhere. All sorts of water and undersea terrain—shoals, 
deeps, banks and bars, you name it, it’s there. The plane went down a 
week ago and we haven’t had a sniff of it yet. Of course we have to 
operate very discreetly and that is hampering us—we don’t want to 
start a panic.” 

A civilian three places down from Nick said, “No. It’s not good 
policy, or politics, to leave your old atom bombs lying around just 
anywhere. And speaking of panic—the Italians are—” 

The Colonel interrupted sharply. “That isn’t our province, sir. No 
politics, if you please. This is a progress briefing, no more.” 

An Admiral snorted. “Lack of progress would be more like it.” 

Beyond Hawk a top CIA official broke in. “Just what is being done, 
Colonel? Anything new, I mean?” 

The Colonel looked weary. He took a clean folded handkerchief 
from a pocket and wiped his balding head. “Everything humanly 
possible, sir. We’ve got three separate teams on the job—Air Force, 
Navy, and the Italians. We’ve got helicopters with infra-red film trying 
to pick up radioactivity. The Navy has a dozen ships in the area. 
We've sent for midget subs and bathyspheres and experts to man 
them. We’re conducting secret tests for radioactivity in the shore 
areas. No sign of any yet, thank God !” 

Another civilian asked, “Is there any real danger of radioactivity?” 

The Colonel mopped his brow again. “There is always some 
danger. Right now it’s minimal but that could change. Depends on a 
lot of things—on the actual circumstances of the crash, the possible 
damage to the bomb casing, the action of sea water, many factors. We 
just don’t know yet.” 

A General said, “This is going to make beautiful propaganda for 
the Russians if it gets out. They already know the bomb is down, of 
course, but when they find out that we haven’t got the faintest clue—” 

“That mustn’t get out,” snapped the Colonel. “We’re trying to make 
this look like a perfectly normal recovery operation.” 

The Colonel gazed around at the assemblage and his mouth 
tightened. “There is no reason why it should leak. You’re all top 
security people, and in this instance at least, I think we can trust the 
Italians. They’ve got even more to lose than we have. Now, 
gentlemen, here is where we propose to use the midget subs....” 

Taxiing back to AXE Headquarters Nick Carter said : “I think I get 
the general picture, sir, but I still don’t see how we come in—what 


makes this an AXE job?” 

Hawk was even more taciturn than usual. His suft was rumpled 
and he looked sleepless, and there was a brush of silver stubble on the 
lined old face. He chewed an unlit cigar and regarded his Number One 
Boy with a bleak eye. 

“Of course you don’t see. But you will. All that baloney back there 
was just to give you the general background. This is going to be an 
AXE job, all right. They’re not going to find that bomb—we’re going 
to have to find it for them !” 

KILLMASTER knew better than to question further at the moment. 
Hawk was in one of his nasty moods and he could be very sharp at 
these times. Nick relaxed and contemplated snow-encrusted 
Washington. The Capitol, from afar, resembled the decoration on a 
wedding cake. It was quitting time and thousands of frosted cars were 
heading for Georgetown and Chevy Chase and Falls Church, going 
home to warmth and a few drinks and good food and perhaps a 
crackling fireplace. 

Nick sighed inaudibly and eased the Luger to a more comfortable 
spot. Back on active duty—he was never really off—carrying weapons 
again. Wilhelmina, the Luger, whose bite was much worse than her 
bark; Hugo, the mean little stiletto; the nasty gas pellet he called 
Pierre. Nick saw nothing incongruous in going armed to the teeth in 
one of the most civilised capitals in the world. You could find yourself 
just as dead in Washington as you could in Malabar. Especially if you 
were Nick Carter, holding the rank of Senior KILLMASTER in AXE, 
with half the secret agents in the world after his hide. 

The taxi crept through traffic like a yellow snail. Hawk rolled 
down a window and tossed his chewed cigar away. He thrust a fresh 
one between his teeth and, without looking at Nick, said, “Was she a 
nice girl?” 

“Sir?” 

Hawk frowned as he might at an obtuse child. “The girl, Nick, the 
one I hauled you away from in Paris. Was she nice?” 

Nick stared at his boss. It was not like Hawk to evince any interest 
in his personal affairs. There had to be a reason for it. 

He smiled. “Very nice. Lovely. Her name is Georgette and—” 

“T don’t give a damn what her name is,” Hawk said crisply. His 
weathered, farmer’s face broke into what was, for him, almost a smile, 
a smile that Nick had come to recognise over the years. The old man 
was having one of his infrequent jokes at Nick’s expense. 

“Tl try to make it up to you,” said Hawk. “You'll be working with 
a woman on this mission. A beautiful woman. Rather a special 
woman, as a matter of fact. I don’t know much about these things, but 
I believe she is a sort of international courtesan.” 


Nick looked away quickly to conceal his smile. He and Hawk were 
like father and son in many ways, yet he did not dare laugh at Hawk’s 
sometimes archaic turn of speech. 

With a straight face he asked, “You mean a prostitute, sir? A sort of 
international whore?” 

Hawk took his cigar from his mouth and regarded it for a moment. 
Then he nodded. “Maybe I do. Comes to the same thing, doesn’t it?” 

The taxi wheeled into Dupont Circle. Hawk fumbled for money. 
“Now for the real briefing, my boy. There will be a third party—some 
young whippersnapper who is acting as liaison between the President 
and CIA and ourselves.” 

Nick whistled softly. “The President?” 

“Yes,” said Hawk as he clambered out of the taxi. “The President. 
He’s taking a great interest in Sea Monster.” 

He paid the driver and they stood for a moment in the damp 
curtain of snow. Flakes clung to Hawk’s black Homburg like white 
butterflies. Hawk turned up his collar and they turned to enter the 
building which, behind the facade of a great news service, harboured 
AXE. 

They ascended alone in an elevator that smelled of steam and wet 
wool. Hawk gave Nick a tiny wink. “As Al Jolson—you wouldn’t 
remember him, boy—as A1 used to say : ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet’.” 

Hawk smiled benignly at Nick Carter. 

KILLMASTER felt a tremor of prescience through his big hard 
body. Hawk was enjoying himself. The old man was weary and beat 
up and rumpled and needing a shave—but he was enjoying himself. 
He was even making jokes. 

All the signs pointed to it. This was going to be a real sonofabitch! 


CHAPTER TWO 


THE LADY IS A TRAMP 


THE WHIPPERSNAPPER was a young man named Tutewiler : 
Henry Cameron Tutewiler II, Harvard, ‘56. Ivy League from button- 
down collar to the tips of well-burnished shoes. Nick sensed a weird 
dichotomy in him in Hawk’s barren little office. Tutewiler adopted a 
faintly patronizing, almost cavalier attitude towards the older man. It 
was evident that he considered Hawk a fuddy-duddy who probably 
wasn’t up to his job. Nick could have told him how wrong he was. 

Tutewiler’s attitude towards Nick, on the other hand, was just 
short of hero worship. Obviously he had heard of KILLMASTER. He 
regarded Nick with something akin to awe and, for a bad moment, 
Nick had the feeling he was going to be asked for an autograph. It 
reminded him, uncomfortably, that he was becoming a legend in his 
own time. However gratifying this might be to his ego—and of that he 
had a good share—it was anathema to him as a professional. The 
prime essential for any good agent—who wanted to live—was 
obscurity. Nick was finding it harder and harder to remain obscure. 
Something was going to have to be done. 

When they were settled around the office, Hawk with his cigar, 
and Tutewiler with a pipe, the latter produced a bulging attache case. 
From it he took a sheaf of papers and began to riffle through them. 

“If you don’t mind I'll just plunge right into things. There really 
isn’t a lot of time so I think perhaps I had better talk first and then you 
can ask questions. Okay?” 

“Okay,” Hawk said curtly. “Get on with it.” 

Nick repressed a grin and stared at the toes of his London-made 
brogans, a gold-tipped cigarette drooping idly from his firm mouth. 
He really couldn’t blame Hawk. Some of the Ivy boys were enough to 
make even a good-tempered man irascible, and Hawk was far from 
good-tempered. 

Tutewiler chewed on his pipe for a moment, then snatched a paper 
from the pile. “Good. First, then, I have been instructed to inform you 
of the political implications of this matter.” He cleared his throat and 
looked at Nick. “Just how much do you know about Trieste, Mr. 
Carter? About the history of the city and the immediate surrounding 
territory?” 

“Constant bone of contention between Italy and Yugoslavia,” said 
Nick. “They’ve been fighting over it for years. At present under the 


control of the United Nations, I think.” 

“We do try to keep up,” Hawk said mildly. Nick caught the flicker 
of a wink. 

“Yes. Of course. I’m sure you do.” Unabashed, Tutewiler plunged 
on. “Trieste is under United Nations jurisdiction, yes, and that satisfies 
no one. Neither the Italians nor the Yugoslavs. They both claim Trieste 
and the territory around it. 

“Well, gentlemen, this bomb thing has given Yugoslavia the chance 
it has been waiting for—CIA tells us that the Yugoslavs have found 
that bomb, and they’re planning to use it to blackmail Italy into giving 
up all claim to Trieste. Nothing public, you understand. It will all be 
done very sub rosa. And very legally— through the United Nations. It 
will take a little time, say a few months, but in the end, the Italians 
will just have to put a good face on and surrender all claim to Trieste. 
Forever!” 

Nick, watching Hawk, saw that this was nothing new to the old 
man. Not surprising. Hawk had a genius for anticipation. In forty 
years Tutewiler, if he survived in Washington, might approach Hawk’s 
skill at his job. 

Nick said : “International blackmail is nothing new. It’s done all 
the time. Just how are the Yugoslavs going to make this blackmail 
stick? How does the missing bomb fit into it?” 

Tutewiler pointed his pipe at Nick like a pistol. “They’re being 
damned clever and subtle about it, as well as ruthless. Yugoslav 
intelligence has let it leak, through the rumour factory, that they’ve 
located the missing plane and the bomb. Maybe they have—maybe 
they haven’t. The effect is much the same. The Italians are in a panic. 
The Yugoslavs are saying that the bomb is in deep water just off 
Venice !” 

Nick gave Tutewiler a cold-eyed stare. The man was being a trifle 
too dramatic. “So where’s the catch?” he asked. “The rest of the 
equation? The gimmick? The bomb is harmless. Unarmed. What do 
the Yugoslavians know that we don’t?” 

Tutewiler rapped his pipe on the desk. “They know how to arm 
that bomb underwater! That’s the gist of the information passed on to 
us by the CIA, hot from their people in Belgrade. The Yugoslavs are 
telling the Italians by grapevine that unless they get Trieste free and 
clear, they are going to arm that bomb and blow Venice and a lot 
more of Italy to hell. And they will blame it all on the United States. 
It’s our bomb.” 

Nick Carter nodded slowly. “Ummm—I see their point.” 

The cold computer side of his brain began to click as the facets of 
the problem began to unfold. 

“The Yugoslavs have got something,” he admitted. “It is our bomb. 


We're responsible for it being where it is. We could even be lying 
about the bomb not being armed. Anyway, Belgrade and Moscow 
could make half the world think we’re lying, and that’s what matters. 
The bomb could go accidentally—all the scientists in the world 
couldn’t prove that it didn’t. Not after the fact.” 

Nick glanced at Hawk. “There must be dancing and great joy in the 
Kremlin.” 

Hawk chewed his cigar and did not answer. Tutewiler said, 
“You’ve got the picture exactly, Mr. Carter. Big Brother is backing the 
Yugoslavs to the limit while staying in the background themselves. 
They'll spare nothing—men, equipment, money, to help the Yugoslavs 
bring this off. It will be one up for them—a great big one. Because in 
blackmailing Italy, they are really blackmailing us.” He riffled through 
his papers again. “Now here are the latest CIA reports and a list of 
suggested countermeasures—” 

Hawk crushed his cigar into an ashtray. “I think we can take it 
from here, sonny. With all due respect to your boss we really don’t 
need anyone to tell us our business. So you just leave it to us, eh? 
We're specialists at handling the messy stuff—and I think this is going 
to be messy. And, as you say, there isn’t much time.” 

Five minutes later a somewhat chastened Mr. Tutewiler left them. 
He forgot his pipe. Hawk put it in a drawer and stared at Nick. “I must 
be getting old. Those youngsters irritate me. But let’s get down to it— 
you're going to Venice, N3.” 

“T’ve never been there in winter. I hear it’s miserable. The Lido is 
closed and the fog is bad. You’ve got a lead, of course ?” 

Hawk nodded. “Of sorts. ’'ve been working like fury on this for 
three days while you were playing with girls in Paris. I knew after the 
first briefing that we would have to find their bomb for them and it 
just so happens that this business fits into some other plans of mine.” 

Nick Carter had the fleeting impression—not for the first time—of 
an ageing and crafty spider sitting behind a battered desk. 

His boss leaned towards him. “This is really going to be a 
counterintelligence operation. You’re going up against a good man, 
one of the best agents in the world—maybe even as good as you are.” 

Nick ignored the barb. It was only Hawk’s way. He imagined that 
such miniscule sneers kept Nick on his toes. 

Nick grinned. “That’s good. I like competition. Who is he?” 

Hawk took a flimsy from a wire basket on his desk. “He uses a lot 
of names. His real one, I think, and the one we'll use, is Vanni 
Manfrinto. He’s a renegade Italian, and a Venetian—you'll be playing 
on his home field—wanted by the Italian police for murder. There is 
also dope, and white slaving and a lot of other nasty things. This is 
one mission where you can be assured of the full cooperation of the 


police—even if it only means their staying out of your way. They want 
Manfrinto badly—but if someone else kills him they won’t cry.” 

Nick’s voice was soft when he asked : “This is a kill mission, then?” 

“Tt is. But later—afterwards! I’ll explain. We want Manfrinto alive 
at first—I think he knows where the bomb is. Probably he is one of 
very few who do know where it is. My best information is that 
Manfrinto is in charge of arming the bomb. Unless, of course, the 
whole thing is bluff though we can’t take a chance that it is.” 

Nick lit another cigarette and crossed his long legs, absently 
smoothing the crease in his trousers. He began to see. He could almost 
hear Hawk’s brain ticking away. Hawk was after more than just the 
resolution of the bomb crisis, he was after this Vanni Manfrinto. The 
man must be important, and he must be good—or bad, depending on 
the viewpoint—or Hawk wouldn’t be bothering. His Chief was a 
superb chess player. He thought about six moves ahead. Get this 
Manfrinto now, Hawk was thinking, and he was out of the way 
forever, never to plague Hawk again. Dead agents couldn’t hurt you. 

Nick was one of the few people alive in the world, who knew that 
Hawk kept a “future” book. In it was a list of names—men that Hawk 
wanted out of the way. 

“All right,” said Nick. “Tell me about Manfrinto. I take it he’s been 
a headache to you in the past.” 

His boss gave him a sharp look of appreciation. “You’re quick, boy. 
One of the reasons I like you— you’re not just muscles and a killer 
instinct. Yes—I’ve had a lot of trouble with Manfrinto. He’s killed 
some of our people, for one thing. But I’m not just after revenge. This 
Manfrinto is the real head of Yugoslav Intelligence so with him out of 
the way, they’ll be badly crippled for a long time. 

“T didn’t know the Yugoslavs gave us that much bother.” 

Hawk scratched at the stubble on his chin. “They don’t as a rule. 
Their Intelligence isn’t much more than an extension of the Russian 
service, except in internal matters. No—here it’s a question of an 
individual.” 

Hawk began to pace the room. “A good intelligence apparatus 
costs money, N3. Billions. You’d be amazed at what AXE spends in a 
year.” 

“I do my best,” murmured Nick. It was unusual for Hawk to digress 
so, but there would be some point to it. 

Hawk ignored the jape. He jammed a fresh cigar into his mouth 
and continued to pace. “Just because you spend a lot of money doesn’t 
mean you’ve got the best service in the world. There are, as I say, 
certain individuals to be taken into account, the great agents working 
for small countries. This Vanni Manfrinto is slime, obscene, but he’s a 
great agent. I want him out of the way. Save us a great deal of grief 


later on.” 

Nick Carter was silent. He watched his boss pace. Nick was 
ruthless when he had to be, he admitted freely, but he could never be 
as ruthless as Hawk. Not in this quiet, fusty, sit-behind-the-desk-and- 
plan-death manner. This Manfrinto had given Hawk an opening and 
the old man was going for the jugular. As simple as_ that. 
Counterintelligence. Kill as many of your opposite number as you 
could, and sleep better at night. Nick had to smile. The bomb had 
somehow become secondary. 

Hawk went back to his desk. “All right. Enough of this fiddling 
around. You know my views. I think. Let’s get back to the prime 
mission. 

“Manfrinto is the real leader of Yugoslav Intelligence : a shadow 
behind the facade. We’ve known that for years. Our own people and 
the CIA think he’s in charge of arming the bomb. One report from our 
man in Belgrade—he’s dead now—said that Manfrinto was responsible 
for the whole blackmail idea, that he was the first to see the 
possibilities in the lost bomb and that he sold the idea to the Yugoslav 
brass. They probably jumped at it as soon as they were sure of Russian 
backing. It’s not the sort of thing they would try on their own. 
Anyway, we’re going to operate on the premise that Manfrinto really 
knows where the bomb is.” 

While Hawk expanded his theories, Nick slipped the Luger from its 
plastic holster on his belt and examined it with a casual professional 
eye. “So we get Manfrinto and squeeze the secret out of him, sir?” 

Hawk’s old face was wreathed in a smile, his false teeth glinting 
white. “Exactly. You will know how to do that, N3, but be very 
careful. Don’t kill him before he talks. After all, the ostensible purpose 
of this mission is to find that bomb.” His grin widened. “Nothing in 
the rules says we can’t kill two birds with one stone.” 

“Not a thing,” agreed Nick. “About this lead, sir? Is Manfrinto in 
Venice?” 

“He was until recently. I’m betting that he still is. If the ruamours— 
planted rumours, I’ll grant you—but if they’re true and the bomb is 
somewhere close to Venice and Manfrinto is in charge of operations, 
then he would almost have to be in Venice. Or close to it. He’ll need a 
base. And one more thing. From what we know of Manfrinto’s mode 
of operation, he’s a fusser, likes to supervise every detail in person. 
That should make it a little easier for you to find him.” 

Nick was being patient. “That isn’t the lead, sir?” 

A sly expression flitted across Hawk’s face. “Of course not.” 

Nick waited. Hawk would get to it in his own good time. 

Hawk studied the flimsy again. His lips quirked. “You’ve heard of 
bottle-a-day-men ? Drunks ?” 


“Of course.” 

His boss flung the paper back into the wire basket. “Well, this 
Manfrinto is a woman-a-day man. His one weakness as far as we 
know. He’s an incurable lecher. He never touches booze and he 
doesn’t gamble, doesn’t even smoke. But he’s got to have his woman 
every day. And I think perhaps that is going to be the death of him.” 
And Hawk actually chuckled. 

Nick lit another of his gold-tipped cigarettes. “The lady you 
mentioned in the taxi ? The... courtesan ?” 

“Yes. Her name is Morgan de Verizone. She’s been working for us 
about five years now. She’s the real article, you see, an international 
prostitute, and that, helps enormously. Perfect cover. And fairly safe, 
because she doesn’t have to fake anything.” 

Nick had to agree with that. International whoredom was a good 
cover. But his keen professional mind immediately saw the other 
possibilities. 

“She would also make a perfect double agent,” he said quietly. 
“Made to order. That blade cuts two ways, sir.” 

Hawk nodded. “I know that. We don’t trust her, of course, but on a 
job like this it won’t matter all that much. She won’t have a chance to 
betray us—I’m prepared to lose her if I must.” 

Nick Carter felt a coldness well up in him. He was an agent 
himself, and it was different on his side of the desk. He was a man of 
action, of murderous fury at times, but he did not have Hawk’s cold 
conscience about planned death, his ability to sacrifice an agent 
without a qualm to gain an end. It was, he told himself, a weakness. 
One of his very few weaknesses. 

“T don’t think,” Hawk was saying, “that you can get close to 
Manfrinto without help. He’s too careful—and too well protected. Not 
that he isn’t bold as hell—he is, but only when the odds are with him. 
But he’s got this woman thing. Morgan de Verizone can get to him, 
I’m sure of it. As a matter of fact, I’ve got it nearly set up now. She 
has, er, connections all over Europe.” 

Without knowing exactly why, Nick decided to jar the old man. 
“You surely don’t mean whore houses? A woman like this de Verizone 
doesn’t operate out of a common house?” 

Hawk looked pained and Nick marvelled again at this strange 
ambivalence. The old man could plan a death as dispassionately as he 
might a chess move, yet crudity upset him. 

“Of course not.” Hawk frowned. “I don’t suppose she would be 
found dead in a, er, in a brothel. Wouldn’t suit our work anyway. But 
she has connections, I imagine, with girls who do work in brothels. 
Anyway I think she can do this job. Here—take a look at this.” He 
handed Nick a three by five glossy photograph. “That’s what the lady 


looks like. Though she is no lady, strictly speaking.” 

Nick studied the picture for a long time. He had the sensation of 
something having gone badly awry in the world. This lovely creature 
a prostitute? 

There was a hint of Modigliani about the narrow oval face, with its 
perfectly balanced features. The dark hair was severe, drawn back 
tightly from a high pale forehead, the ears small and faun-like and set 
close to her head. The nose was straight and short, chiseled, with a 
hint of flare about the nostrils and the firm mouth was generous. Her 
eyes gazed at Nick in humorous defiance, long almond-shaped eyes 
with an imperious look. 

“Hell,” said Nick Carter. “She looks more like a queen than a 
whore.” 

“She is a princess,” Hawk told him. “Or was. Quite genuine, for 
what it’s worth. She married an Italian prince some years ago. You 
know the type—a dime a dozen and without a penny. She divorced 
him just before she came to work for us.” 

Nick continued to study the photograph. He felt an itch of curiosity 
—or was it anticipation? Morgan de Verizone promised to be vastly 
different from any other woman he had worked with. He detested 
working with women, but if he had to—well, it was a lovely and 
interesting face. An intelligent face, too. That always helped. 

Her face was now in his memory forever. He handed the glossy 
print back to Hawk who tucked it away in a drawer. 

“That name,” said Nick. “A bit on the fey side, eh? Morgan. Wasn’t 
she King Arthur’s fairy sister? Morgan le Fay? Sort of a beautiful 
witch?” 

“T wouldn’t know,” Hawk said dryly. “Maybe she is a sorceress— 
she gets results like one. Only she uses her body instead of a magic 
wand.” His glance sharpened. “I don’t suppose I need to tell you this, 
N3, but I will anyway. Don’t get too fond of her. I told you I was 
prepared to lose her on this operation. We probably will lose her—but 
I hope not until she gets you close enough to Manfrinto. 

“Roughly—I’ll leave the details to you as usual—I want you to 
stick to her like a leech until she leads you within striking distance of 
Manfrinto. Then you take over. You’ll only have one chance, so for 
God’s sake don’t get any ideas about chivalry! She’s a paid agent, and 
a well-paid one, and she knows exactly what risks she’s taking. We 
didn’t twist her arm to get her to work for us. I imagine she does it 
mostly for the excitement anyway. For kicks, as you youngsters say.” 

Nick lit a cigarette and blew smoke at the ceiling. Yes, he thought, 
a lot of them did it just for the excitement. Perhaps he had, once. Not 
any more. There was really nothing exciting about a bullet in the guts 
or a knife in the back. 


“Will she be expecting me ?” 

Hawk turned vague. “She’s expecting someone—she doesn’t know 
who it will be. Her orders are to contact Manfrinto, go to bed with 
him, lull him, and then turn him over to—to the man who contacts 
her. Then her job is finished.” 

“If Manfrinto doesn’t kill her first?” 

There was a defensive note in Hawk’s tone now. “I have to do a lot 
of things I don’t like. So do you. I’m convinced that this is the only 
way to trap Manfrinto.” 

Nick regarded his boss narrowly. It was unlike the old man to 
explain anything or to defend his policies. Could it be possible that 
Hawk had a conscience after all? 

“So she’s the bait, a stalking horse,” Nick said. “It won’t be the first 
time. Anyway she isn’t dead yet—I’ll try to keep her alive if I can.” 

“Good. You do that.” Hawk stood up and stretched. “But not, mind 
you, at the expense of the mission. We’ve got to find that bomb, and I 
want Manfrinto dead.” 

In the projection room Nick was shown a few precious feet of film. 
It was all AXE had on Vanni Manfrinto. It was cloudy and grainy and 
in poor focus. It had been taken just before Manfrinto left a sidewalk 
cafe in Belgrade. 

“We were lucky to get this,” Hawk complained in the gloom. “The 
man is like a ghost.” 

The man on the screen was in the act of rising and paying his bill. 
Nick saw a tall, lanky man with a head much too big for his body, a 
head covered with a bush of wiry curls. Seen in profile he had a 
hooked nose and a small, trap-like mouth. The shoulders sloped away 
from a long neck into an ill-fitting jacket, the chest was too flat, the 
hips too big. A phthisic type. Nick said as much to his boss. 

“T know,” Hawk replied dryly, “but I’m an impatient man. I don’t 
want to wait until TB kills him.” 

Nick left Hawk then to endure the usual premission routine. It was 
no longer possible to kill a man without wading through a morass of 
red tape. The day of the romantic freelance spy was nearly over. Even 
in espionage, in counterintelligence, automation was taking over. 
AXE, with its highly specialized duties as world trouble-shooter— 
executioners if you will—only AXE stood as a stronghold of the 
individual agent. And even its days were numbered. 

Nick had a brief colloquy with the Brain boys. From there he went 
to Archives to fill in a black death warrant for Vanni Manfrinto, one 
copy for him, two for the files. Then to Computers to come away with 
a packet of cards which he did not even bother to read. In the end, the 
success or failure of the mission would depend on his own nerves and 
guts. They had not yet been automated. 


He got through Routing and Accounts. He was going to Venice by 
way of Paris and he thought briefly of Georgette. Briefly. Next to 
Special Effects and Editing to fine old Poindexter ready with his 
compact travelling bag. It was small but contained everything he was 
likely to need. 

He went last into Makeup and emerged as Robert N. Corning, a 
youngish businessman going to Venice to buy glass for a St. Louis 
firm. It was a light make-up job which subtly altered his appearance 
without the use of dyes or false features. His ears joined his head at a 
new angle, his nose appeared a bit longer, his mouth weaker. His dark 
brown hair was clipped and brushed a new way. The suit was good, 
but not too now or expensive, and hung a bit sloppily on his big frame 
to effectively conceal the amazing physique. The artist in charge 
wanted Nick to wear contacts, but he refused. They hurt his eyes and, 
in any case, he knew how to mask his eyes when necessary. 

When he left Makeup, even his walk and stance were different. 
Everything about him now spoke of the optimistic, go-getting 
businessman. He was a booster! In his new wallet were cards revealing 
membership in the Lions, the Jaycees, Rotary. If you met him on a 
train, or plane, you would automatically expect him to show you 
pictures of his wife and kids. Those were in his wallet, too. 

Hawk was talking on the phone when Nick returned. He surveyed 
his Number One Boy with a cold eye, nodded approval and went on 
listening to the metallic gabble in the receiver. Nick sank into a chair 
and began a swift perusal of a pamphlet on glass given him by 
Archives. By the time he reached Venice he would know enough about 
glass to get past anyone but an expert. Such study was usually a waste 
of time as he rarely used the information. Yet it must be done. 
Neglected homework could get you killed. 

Hawk hung up and turned to Nick. “That was CIA on the 
scrambler. It looks like the Yugoslav agent bluffing—they’re beginning 
a quiet evacuation of their people in the Istrian Peninsula.” 

He went to a wall, pulled down a map and pointed a nicotine- 
stained finger. “Right in here. From Trieste down to Pula. Directly 
across the Adriatic from Venice. They aren’t taking any chances with 
their own people.” 

KILLMASTER studied the map. “If the bomb is near Venice, the 
Yugoslavian coast isn’t in much danger from blast. Radiation, maybe. 
This evacuation may be part of the bluff—if they are bluffing. But 
they’ll expect us to try to find out about it.” 

Hawk went back to his desk. “Go find out if they’re bluffing.” 


CHAPTER THREE 


THE CASANOVA CAPER 


NICK CARTER went straight from Orly Airport to the Gare du 
Nord. By now he was wearing the personality of Robert N. Corning 
like a glove. As he left the taxi and entered the vast echoing cavern of 
the station, he passed a chattering group of people headed for the 
Riveria. He knew several of them. None of them gave him more than a 
casual glance. 

The porter settled him in a first class compartment and left with a 
generous tip. Nick lit a cigarette and relaxed on the soft cushions, 
gazing idly at the frenetic scene beyond the window. All the great 
trains were going, he thought, in Europe as well as in the States. The 
Blue Train, the Sud—most of them vanished. Even this train, the 
Orient Express, was not what it had been. It was the old Simplon- 
Orient, now called the Direct Orient Express, and while it would still 
take you to Istanbul, it just was not the same train. 

N3 had booked all the way through to Istanbul. He would leave 
the train to stretch his legs in Venice and then quietly disappear. He 
hoped to pick up the Princess de Verizone as she also left the train in 
Venice. If she was obeying Hawk’s orders, she was somewhere on this 
train now. 

A guard’s whistle shrilled on the platform and Nick leaned, his 
nose pressed against cold glass, to watch the last frantic scurry of 
movement. He was something of a train buff and even now, after all 
the years, a train departure gave him a thrill. The whistle shrilled 
again with a note of finality, and wagon-lit doors were slamming up 
and down the platform. Nick saw her then. 

She was running like a gazelle, her slim legs flashing beneath a 
brief skirt. White polka dots of snow clung to her long mink coat, and 
she clutched a small fur hat to the dark hair. In the other hand she 
carried a leather vanity case. A porter puffed along behind her with a 
bag under his arm and one in each hand. 

She passed directly beneath Nick’s window and glanced up, and for 
a tenth of a second their eyes met. Hers were an absolute black, as 
black as sloes in the pale oval face. Nick had the same impression of 
imperiousness—or was it merely arrogance?—that he had sensed in 
her photograph. 

She was gone. A last door slammed. The Orient Express began to 
move out of the station, a shiny luxurious dragon hauled by the giant 


Diesel. First stop, Lausanne. 

Nick lay back on the cushions and lit another of his gold-tipped 
cigarettes. She had made it, then. Barely. She had cut it very fine. 
Business, perhaps? A sleeping appointment with some millionaire or 
important diplomat or politician? Hawk had said that Princess de 
Verizone slept only with the rich and important. For exorbitant fees. 
Nick grinned, a trifle wolfishly, and shook his head. He had to admit 
that he was looking forward to meeting the lady. 

But in his own time and place. Hawk had given him absolute carte 
blanche, as always. He was in complete charge of the mission and 
would handle things his own way, and, as always, he would work 
alone. This, like all else in this worst of all possible worlds, had its 
advantages and disadvantages. But for a loner like Nick Carter, the 
former outweighed the latter. 

The long train was clicking over points now, gaining speed as it 
left the outskirts of Paris. Nick caught a last glimpse of the snow- 
sihrouded Eiffel Tower. Yellow lights were springing on in apartments 
and the long streets of working-class houses. The early winter dark- 
rtess would come soon now. Nick locked the compartment door and 
began to go through the small suitcase provided him by old 
Poindexter. Among other things, it contained a small, cleverly 
concealed hiding place for his weapons. With some reluctance, he 
divested himself of the Luger, stiletto and gas pellet, and tucked them 
away in the false bottom. He felt a little naked but he doubted he 
would need them before Venice. In the meantime, if by any wild 
chance he had an encounter with the Princess, they would not give 
him away. Nick grinned at his reflection in the now darkened window 
— his thoughts were heading in a certain direction and he had to 
admit it. He had never been with a really first class prostitute—it was 
against his personal rule to pay for love—and so this, for him, would 
be a first. There were not, he thought, many firsts left! It was not that 
he was jaded, he was too vital an animal for that, but just that he had 
packed so much into his thirty-odd years. 

But he was putting the cart before the horse. Chances were that the 
Princess wouldn’t even look at Robert N. Corning, of St. Louis. 

A gong sounded softly in the corridor outside his compartment. 
“Premier Service—s’il vous plait.” 

Nick was hungry but decided to wait for the second service. She 
had been in such a rush, barely catching the train, that it was unlikely 
she would answer the first gong. Most women were fussers about their 
appearance and this one, he thought, would be more so than most. 
Even her photo had had an air of impeccability. Hunch dictated that 
she would take the second service. So would he. He wanted a good 
look at her in bright lights. 


When deuxieme service was announced, he made his way easily 
through the long swaying train, crossing the connection vestibules 
with perfect balance, liking the rackety-rackety-rackety of the great 
wheels spinning on shining rails beneath him. 

In the last vestibule before the restaurant car, he felt the first dart 
of unease. A big man was standing in the vestibule with his back to 
Nick, smoking and staring out the half-glassed door. The man was 
wearing a fawn-coloured trenchcoat and a pork pie hat and there was 
something about the set of the broad shoulders that sounded half an 
alert in Nick’s brain. There was nothing tangible—you find restless 
people who roam corridors and stand in vestibules on any train—but 
N3 had been around a long time and his nerves had minds of their 
own. They sounded a faint warning now. He listened briefly and filed 
the warning away. Probably nothings It was just that the set of the 
shoulders, the blocky body, the “uniform” of trenchcoat and hat 
reminded him of other men, other times. 

A blonde man in a grey lounge suit greeted him and conducted 
him to a table at the far end of the restaurant car. The Princess was 
not yet dining. The chef du wagon turned Nick over to a brocaded 
waiter. He ordered a demi of Chablis and fussed with the hors d’ouvre. 
Then he saw her enter from the vestibule near him, opposite to that by 
which he had entered. The coal-dark eyes swept casually over Nick as 
he watched her go up the aisle with an interest he did not try to 
conceal. It was just what Robert N. Corning, on brief leave from the 
wife and kids in St. Louis, would do. 

She was a girl-watcher’s delight. She wore a little black Chanel 
travelling suit with a very short skirt. The stockings were black lace 
and enhanced legs already slim perfection. Her backside, he thought, 
was most fetching also—hard and trim little nates that wriggled ever 
so slightly beneath the shielding cloth. Certainly there was nothing 
vulgar or obvious about her. She walked like a lady. Once again Nick 
was puzzled—how, and why, had a beauty like this ever taken to 
international whoring? 

The Orient Express was slowing for Lausanne now. Nick smoked 
and watched the lights flick past the window. His Chablis came, cool 
in the silver bucket, and he sipped and waited for his dinner. Now and 
then he glanced down the aisle, careful not to be caught staring. She 
had been seated with another passenger, a slight man with oily dark 
hair and a wisp of a moustache. Nick paid him no attention. 

He was on his soup when he heard angry voices down the car. He 
looked up to see the Princess de Verizone rise hastily from the table, 
her lovely face livid and her red mouth spitting words at the man 
opposite her. Most of the other diners were staring now, and the chef 
du wagon came hastily to the table. There was a brief interlude of 


waving arms and crackling words. The man with the shiny hair tried 
to rise, shaking his head and mumbling, but the manager put a hand 
on his shoulder and pushed him down. Not too gently. Then he said 
something to the woman and she followed him down the aisle towards 
Nick’s table. The vacant chair opposite Nick was the only one left in 
the car. He got the drift immediately. Hell! They were going to be vis- 
a-vis after all! He hadn’t counted on such close exposure this soon. He 
dismissed the annoyance. She couldn’t possibly know who he was. It 
might be interesting. 

The chef du wagon paused at Nick’s elbow. “You will permit the 
lady to sit here, M’sieur? There has been a little, er, 
misunderstanding.” 

Nick stood. “Certainly. Of course. It is a great pleasure.” He smiled 
his best St. Louis smile at the Princess, knowing how he was going to 
play it—a little garrulous, obviously smitten, but not pushy. One 
hundred per cent clean-cut American manhood. 

She sank gracefully into the seat opposite him. “Thank you. You 
are very kind.” Her English was good with only a trace of Italianesque. 
Nick remembered the dossier he had read in Hawk’s office. American 
father, Italian mother. Has spent most of her life in Europe. Only one 
short trip to the States when she was a small child. 

He gave her the flashing smile that Hawk, a trifle sourly, called the 
“lady killer.” “This is a real break for me,” he said. “I don’t like to eat 
alone. I saw you come in. I thought you were beautiful then—now I’m 
sure of it.” The bravura American rushing in ! 

Her dark eyes surveyed him coolly. A little quirk of amusement 
moved the scarlet mouth. “You are very gallant, Mr.—” 

“Corning. Robert Corning. I’m from St. Louis. I’m going to Istanbul 
on business.” Liar. Yet it was better she did not know his destination 
was Venice. He had no intention of divulging his real identity to her. 
At least not for a long time. If ever. 

She smiled. Her teeth were even and brilliant and he guessed at a 
cap job. 

“You are very nice, Mr. Corning. I think I am going to like you.” 

It was perfect candour, without strain or affection. Nick had a 
sudden intuition that this was her nature, her true nature. She would 
always be candid, honest. It was quite a switch, he thought. An honest 
whore! He felt an instant dislike for the noun. Somehow it did not 
seem to fit her. Courtesan fitted her better. Perhaps Hawk had been 
right, after all. 

Her smile faded. “At least you will not be like that imbecile back 
there.” 

Nick offered her an hors d’oeuvre. “What was that all about? If,” 
he added hastily, “it’s any of my business.” 


Her slim shoulders moved in a Gallic shrug. “I do not mind. He 
was annoying me under the table. Feeling my leg. I am sorry I did not 
have a hat pin.” 

Nick gazed down the aisle. The shiny-haired man was just leaving 
by the far vestibule. He was weaving more than the train motion 
demanded. 

“He looks a little drunk,” Nick said. 

“He is. He was, how do the Americans say it—he was stinko?” 

“That’s a little dated, I’m afraid. Stoned, or blasted, or blistered, 
more current in the States.” 

The shrug and little smile again. “I am half American, Mr. Corning, 
yet I know little of your country. I once spent a month there when I 
was a small girl.” 

I know, thought Nick Carter. I know. 

The food came then and they made conversation as the Express left 
Lausanne behind and pounded down the rails towards Milan. Nick was 
careful not to overplay his role : the gauche American abroad bit had 
been overdone. He was a worldly American businessman, just short of 
middle age, who was quite frankly overwhelmed by his lovely 
companion. She introduced herself as the Princess de Verizone and 
Nick was properly impressed, but not awed. 

“You’re my first princess,” he grinned at her. “I’ve never met any 
royalty before. Gee, this will be something to tell the folks back 
home!” Go easy, he admonished himself. That last was just a bit too 
naive. According to Hawk, this woman was as sharp as Hugo, his 
stiletto. She looked it, too. 

He gave her a cigarette and lit it for her. The restaurant car was 
nearly deserted now as they lingered over the brandies Nick had 
ordered. 

Her smile was tolerant and kindly as she explained. “I am not 
royalty, Mr. Corning. Not at all. My husband’s—my ex-husband, I 
should say—his title was genuine enough, but there are thousands of 
such titles in Italy. They mean nothing today. Or very little. I—I use 
the title because I find it useful in my work.” 

I'll bet, thought Nick. It probably adds another few hundred bucks 
to the sleeping price. There are men who think it worth the money to 
sleep with a princess. 

He said : “Your work, Princess ? What do you do ?” 

“Iam a designer. A fashion designer, you know. Women’s clothes. I 
have a salon in Rome. I am on my way there now. I will change trains 
in Venice.” 

The lie was glibly told. Nick repressed a smile. It was probably her 
stock lie for situations like this. Maybe she did have a salon in Rome 
as cover for both her AXE work and her whoring. Hawk hadn’t 


mentioned that. 

Their knees touched beneath the table. His leg could feel the 
warmth of hers. She did not move away from him. Nick looked at her, 
saw the pure black eyes narrow a bit. They held his own in a cool 
stare of appraisal. Nick moved his knee away from hers. “I’m sorry, 
Princess. I—I am not like that imbecile. It was an accident.” 

She leaned over the table towards him, her chin cupped in one 
hand, a cigarette in her slim fingers. “I did not mind, Mr. Corning. I 
found the contact quite pleasant. It is, after all, a question of who 
makes advances to one.” 

He had been right about her. Directness, candour. She minced no 
words. 

“T was not making advances, Princess,” he said rather limply, “not 
at all. I—I’m a happily married man with two lovely children.” 

She blew a cloud of blue smoke his way. Her smile was amused. “I 
am liking you more and more, Mr. Corning. You have their pictures 
with you, no doubt? Your wife and children ?” 

“T have indeed.” Nick fished out his wallet and showed her the 
snapshots given him by Archives. The woman in the pictures was 
plump and pretty, what Hawk called a PTA type, and the children 
resembled Botticelli angels in modern dress. Nick wondered, for an 
instant, who they really were. 

The Princess handed back the snaps. “They are beautiful. You must 
be a happy man, Mr. Corning.” There was the faintest taint of 
bitterness in the words and her red mouth thinned for an instant. Then 
she smiled and said, “Are you ever unfaithful, Mr. Corning?” 

Nick answered candour with candour. His role had become doubly 
difficult in the past few minutes—he had decided that he wanted this 
woman for the night. Desire was gnawing in him like some small 
animal. 

“Sometimes,” he admitted calmly. “Rarely, but sometimes. When I 
am away from home and lonely. And my wife is Very understanding— 
she never questions me.” 

A cool dark stare. “Is that possible, Mr. Corning. A wife, a woman, 
who does not question? I had not thought it possible.” 

“In my case it is,” he said brusquely. He wondered if he was about 
to make a champion damned fool of himself. More than likely. 
Certainly he was being unprofessional. It couldn’t be helped. Her slim, 
elegant body was pulling him like a magnet now. It mattered nothing 
that it was a body for sale, that it was a body that might very soon be 
resting on a cold slab in some morgue. Bait, Hawk had said. A stalking 
horse. Nick Carter allowed himself a wry inside smile. Live and learn. 
He had not thought it possible to be so attracted to such a woman so 
quickly. 


Yet the cold side of his brain counselled—go ahead. Take if it is 
offered. Enjoy the night but remember the dawn will come. And be 
careful—oh, so careful! 

The Princess put her hand on his for an instant. Her fingers were 
cold and dry, yet a charge snapped through his body as if he had been 
touched with an electric prod. 

“T think,” said the Princess, “that your wife is also a most fortunate 
woman. I believe I envy her—and I do not envy many people. And 
now, Mr. Corning, would you care to share a bottle of wine with me? 
In my compartment, or yours?” 

So the decision had been made and Nick felt an odd sense of relief. 
It was an utterly new sensation for him. Certainly he had never been 
sexually underprivileged. Sometimes he almost literally had to beat 
women off with clubs. Hawk was constantly twitting him about it. Yet 
he had been close to holding his breath for the past few minutes while 
the slim creature opposite him made up her mind. 

Nick paid their bills, received a knowing smile from the chef du 
wagon, and they left the restaurant car. Her compartment, Nick said, 
would be best. He did not want her to know where he “lived.” 

She touched his arm with her fingertips for balance as they made 
their way through the swaying train. The Express was running fast 
now, howling through the night like a huge metal banshee. They were 
due in Milan in the early hours of the morning. 

As they crossed a noisy vestibule, filled with the hurrying clatter of 
wheels, Nick saw the big man in the fawn trenchcoat again. As before, 
he was smoking and staring out into the racing night, his back to the 
vestibule. The little gong went off again in Nick’s brain— then it 
increased in volume. This was not the same man ! The other man had 
worn a pork pie hat. This one wore a grey snapbrim with a welted 
brim. N3’s hawk eyes were trained to notice just such details. This 
man was a trifle taller, too. A bit slimmer. It was the trenchcoat that 
fooled the eye for a moment. Furthermore, it was the wrong vestibule. 
They had left the restaurant car by an opposite door from the one 
Nick had entered, and the first man had not come through the car. He 
could swear to that. 

There were two of them, then. Tweedledum and Tweedledee. As 
he held the door open for the Princess, Nick was again uneasy. A bit 
stronger now. He filed it away for action later. Right now—- 

Going through the car, the Princess said, “Do you think it possible, 
Robert—I think I will call you that now—do you think it possible for a 
man and woman to meet as we have, casually, without intent, enjoy 
themselves for a little time and then part good friends? To forget it. 
With no messy recriminations, no silly talk of love, perhaps even with 
no wish to repeat the experience? Do you think that possible?” 


Nick considered a moment. “All but the forgetting,” he said. “I 
don’t think one can forget. All the rest, yes.” 

They crossed another vestibule, this one empty. She moved against 
him for a moment and kissed him lightly on the mouth. She patted his 
cheek. “Remember what you have said in the morning, my dear.” 

Her compartment had been made up for the night. The Princess sat 
on the edge of the bed and smoked, her beautiful legs crossed, while 
Nick summoned a brown-uniformed attendant and ordered wine. 
While they waited for it to arrive, they played a waiting game, talking 
all around the point of interest, nearly lapsing again into the 
straitjacket of formality. Nick sat on the bed, well apart from her. Now 
and again she frowned and ran a pink tongue tip over her glistening 
red mouth. Nick wondered if she were regretting her decision. 

The wine came. Nick locked the compartment door. He filled their 
glasses, pouring his first for the cork, and raised his glass. “A toast. I 


She put a soft hand over his mouth. “Let me make the toast. To 
this night. A night to remember, as you say, but not to regret. And not 
to be repeated.” She raised her glass and drank. “I do not think we 
will ever see each other again, Robert. It is the way I want it. Excuse 
me if I sound too dramatic, but it is the way I feel at this moment. And 
when you speak of this to others, as I think you will, speak kindly of 
me.” 

Nick Carter nodded, then drank without speaking. He took her 
glass and put it down carefully with his on the miniature writing desk 
opposite the bed. Then he took her slim body in his arms. 

The Princess let her body sag against his hard muscularity. She 
hung in his embrace, swaying a bit, her arms loose at her sides. Her 
eyes were closed and he could see the little veins in the lids. A 
fragrance drifted from her dark cloud of hair to fill his nostrils. At first 
his kiss was gentle and her mouth opened beneath his like a slowly 
unfolding rose. 

They held the kiss for long minutes, standing, swaying with the 
motion of the rushing train. Nick’s big hands drifted down to grip the 
firm buttocks and pull her closer against him. She sighed and her 
tongue, almost with reluctance, encountered his. They probed each 
other’s mouths in the long silence, each content and bemused, each 
dazed by the wonder of the other’s body. The Princess trembled in his 
arms. She was breathing now in great racking sighs. 

Finally she broke the kiss and put her warm moist mouth against 
Nick’s ear. “Undress me,” she whispered. “Slowly, dearest. Very, very 
slowly.” 

“Plaisir,” said Nick. He began to unbutton the little Chanel jacket. 
She smiled against his cheek-—he felt the quirk of her soft mouth— 


but said, “Do not talk, darling. Not now. Please do not talk.” 

He helped her shrug out of the jacket and tossed it to one side; he 
began unbuttoning her blouse. It fastened in the back and he vaguely 
wondered why his fingers trembled on each button. His breath was 
whispering harshly in his throat now. 

The sheer blouse fluttered to the floor. He kissed the delicate long 
column of her throat, running his lips along the fine clavicle bones 
etched beneath the satiny flesh. She arched against him and her lips 
caressed his cheek. 

“Darling.” 

She dropped her arms, which had crept around his neck, to allow 
him to slide off the tiny black half-bra. Her small round breasts sprang 
from the restraining cloth as though glad of release. The nipples were 
minuscule, tiny pink dots which stirred now and perked saucily in 
response to his kisses and caresses. 

“Just there,” he whispered. “Just there. Oh, my God!” 

Impatiently she turned against him, her body loving his, and 
jerked at the zipper of her skirt. It fell like black froth, a delicate 
whisper of sound, to lie around her feet. She clung to him, kissing him 
avidly, her tongue a wild thing now as she stepped out of the skirt. 
She wore only the briefest of black panties, a garter belt suspending 
the long lace stockings, and the high-heeled slippers. One by one she 
kicked away her shoes, flinging them into separate corners of the 
compartment. 

The Princess took her mouth away from his long enough to 
whisper, “Carry me to the bed, dearest. Now, please. Hurry.” 

When he had done so and she lay supine, eyes half closed, waiting, 
he turned to snap off the lights. 

“No,” she said softly. “No. Leave them on. I want to see you.” 

Nick stripped hurriedly, flinging his clothes from him. A form of 
desire for her raged in him, yet he managed to keep a part of his mind 
cold. He did not, he told himself, quite understand this flaming urge to 
possess a common prostitute. No—not common! Most uncommon. 
Admit that. 

Nick wondered, in the moment before approaching her, if Hawk 
had been lying. Hawk had been known to lie to agents—for their own 
good, of course. Yet with what possible motive? But he forgot it in the 
heat of the moment. He checked the door once more, then turned to 
her, thankful that he was not carrying his weapons. They would have 
shattered the mood. And his AXE tattoo, the purple hatchet in the 
crook of his left elbow, that had been excised before his last mission to 
Bermuda—and had not yet been replaced. The tiny cicatrice was still 
red and shiny. But no—there was nothing to give him away. 

The Princess was waiting patiently, watching him through 


narrowed dark eyes, her white legs flung wide in wanton indolence. 
“You should have a better tailor. One who would not hide that 
magnificent body. Your clothes do not do you justice. You are tres 
merveilleux! Mcravigloso!” 

Nick sank to the bed beside her. They kissed. Her tongue was a 
frenzied little beast that could not be satiated. Her breasts were hot 
and swollen under his tracing fingers. Nick protracted the tender 
preliminaries until at last she screamed softly in protest and drew him 
down atop her. As they coupled she emitted a long shuddering moan. 
It was the last sound she made until the final convulsion. She made 
love to him with a skilful and fierce determination, as though the 
burden of her desire was a fearful thing and she must get rid of it. As 
Nick spurred himself up the long ladder to fulfilment, he caught a 
glimpse of her eyes rolled far back in her head, showing only the 
whites, and her red mouth wrenched into a painful rictus, her white 
teeth fixed in her lower lip. There was a tiny trickle of blood. Her 
nails were daggers in his back. 

At the end, which they achieved together, she screamed loudly and 
at once fell away from him. Her body went rubbery, soft and limp, 
utterly spent. She buried her face in the pillow, shuddering and 
sighing, oblivious of him in the soft golden haze of her aftermath. 

Nick, his guard down for the moment, luxuriated in his own brief 
period of la petite mort. The little death. The tristesse would pass 
soon, as it always did, and then the world must be faced again. But 
one thing he knew as he lay there and began to control his breathing, 
he was going to try to keep her alive! There was more to this Princess, 
to this Morgan de Verizone, than Hawk had told him. Harlot she 
might be—yet he told himself that he could not stand idly by and see 
her thrown to the wolves. 

In a little while her gentle breathing told him that she was asleep. 
The pale oval face, in repose, had the purity and innocence of a 
sleeping child. Again the contradiction struck fiercely at Nick—how 
could she be what Hawk said she was ? 

He left the bed quietly, not to awaken her. In the dim light he saw 
a light discolouration on her left leg, just above and behind the knee. 
He peered closer and saw that it was the AXE tattoo. 

He dressed rapidly and quietly. Discipline and professionalism 
were already reasserting themselves. He glanced at his watch and saw 
that they were not due in Milan for a couple of hours yet. If they were 
running on time, they should reach Venice around noon. He would 
have to leave the train before the Princess did, unseen by her, then 
pick her up as she left the station. If Hawk was right she would lead 
him to Manfrinto. 

He left the compartment quietly and clicked the door after him. He 


looked up to see two fawn-coloured tranchcoats approaching one from 
each end of the corridor. Two broad Slavic faces with hard eyes. Each 
with a hand thrust into a bulging pocket. 

KILLMASTER appraised the situation instantly and decided that he 
was in serious trouble. So was the Princess. 

The corridor was deserted except for Nick and the converging duo. 
He segued rapidly into the character of Robert N. Corning, of St. 
Louis, who had just been unfaithful to his wife. He let his mouth 
droop open a bit, and a mild expression of anxiety flitted over his face. 
He looked, he hoped he looked, like a sheep caught in wolf’s clothing. 

Nick tried to elbow past the man on his right. “Excuse me, please.” 

The man, the one with the pork pie hat, pushed him roughly 
against the guard rail on the window side of the carriage. “A moment, 
you! Your name is Corning?” His English was good enough, though 
heavily flavoured with eastern Europe. 

Nick stared at him in pretence of amazement and beginning anger. 
He must play this very carefully. He had to know about these men. 

“Yes. ’m Robert Corning. Why? Who are you, anyway? How do 
you know my name? And what’s the idea of shoving—” 

The man who had shoved him said, “Keep quiet, Mr. Corning. We 
wish to talk to you, that is all. You will come with us, please.” 

Another pretence of anger. “Come with you? Now look here you! 
What the hell is this all—” 

The man wearing the grey snapbrim jabbed a gun into Nick’s back. 
“You come. No more talk now. Talk later. Walk ahead of me. Any 
tricks and I'll kill you.” 

Nick let his voice tremble. “K—kill me?” He shot a glance at the 
compartment he had just left. “But you must be crazy—I—was only 


”? 


The man with the gun laughed. Harshly. Brutally. “We know what 
you have been doing, Mr. Corning. She was good to you, no? You 
must tell us all about it. March!” 

Nick allowed a whine to creep into his voice. “What is this, 
anyway? One of you her husband or something? Is this the old badger 
game, maybe? You won’t get away with it. It was all her idea. She 
invited me to her compartment and—” 

The man behind him screwed the gun viciously into Nick’s back. 
“Move, you! You will get a chance to talk all you want.” 

He spoke to the other man in what Nick thought must be Croatian. 
He did not speak the language, nor understand it. 

Both men laughed harshly. There was no misunderstanding the 
contempt on their faces. 

KILLMASTER smiled inwardly. They were already thinking of him 
as a harmless coward. Exactly what he wanted. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


TWEEDLEDUM AND TWEEDLEDEE 


KILLMASTER SAT in another first class compartment, clad only in 
white shorts, while one of the men went through his clothing and 
belongings. The other man lounged on the seat opposite, a heavy blue- 
steel revolver pointed at Nick, who was gradually letting his 
indignation fade into what he hoped would pass as genuine fear. 

The fawn-coloured trenchcoats lent the men a superficial alikeness. 
Tweedledum and Tweedledee, Nick thought now as he watched and 
pretended fright. Muscle boys. Hired guns. If only he understood 
Croat! Once during a spate of conversation between them, he had 
caught the name Manfrinto. They had both laughed. 

The man in the pork pie hat who had been searching Nick’s clothes 
dropped them and came to stand before the AXE man, his eyes as cold 
as winter seas. “Your papers appear to be in order, Mr. Corning.” 

They were, of course, in perfect order. Documents did superb 
work. 

The man held out the snapshot Nick had shown the Princess. “Who 
is this?” 

“M—my wife and kids,” Nick stammered. He essayed a weak 
smile. “If Alice, that’s my wife, if she ever finds out about this ’'m 
dead! Please, fellas, can’t we—” 

The man slapped him hard across the face. “Shut up. You will 
speak to answer questions only.” He looked at his companion with the 
gun and winked. “But it is good, no? The American says he will be 
dead.” He laughed and tapped Nick’s passport with his finger. 

“Tt is perhaps true what you say, Mr. Corning. For your sake we 
hope so. We do not like to hurt innocent people. Now tell us once 
again just how you come to meet the Princess de Verizone. We shall 
see if it matches a second time.” 

Nick, an excellent professional liar, told them the exact truth about 
his meeting with the Princess. They would not catch him there. 

Both men listened intendy. When he had finished, the man with 
the gun intersected an apparently careless question. “Did the Princess 
ask you for money to sleep with her?” 

A little red light flashed on in KILLMASTER’S cool professional 
brain. The question was too casual. The answer was important, though 
he could not see exactly why. Were they, perhaps, seeking a flaw in 
the woman’s cover ? 


Gambling that he was right he said, “Y—yes. She did. It was a 
surprise, too, because she didn’t look like—like that sort of woman. 
But I gave her fifty dollars.” 

The man with the gun laughed. “And was it worth it, Mr. 
Corning?” 

Nick tried a man-to-man grin. “Yes. She was very good. I—” 

The other man hit him hard across the face again. Nick’s head 
rocked on his big shoulders. Rage seared him, but he flinched and 
whimpered and took it. His time was coming. 

“Stand up,” the man snapped. Nick stood. The two men looked at 
him a long time, then at each other. 

“He is a well-built cretin,” said the man with the gun. 

“Formidable,” agreed the other. 

“One does not acquire such muscles as a buyer of glass.” 

“No,” said the man in the pork pie hat. “That is very strange.” 

His eyes travelled over Nick’s tawny, sun-bronzed hide inch by 
inch. “Something else is strange,” he said. “Observe the scars. So many 
of them. Old scars and new scars. How does a coward like this one 
acquire such scars?” 

The man with the gun stood up. “That, as the Americans say, is a 
good question.” He stared at Nick. “You perhaps have an answer, Mr. 
Corning?” 

Inwardly Nick damned the many badges of valour his flesh bore. 
That the little AXE hatchet was missing had, beyond doubt, saved his 
life so far. He had counted on that. Men such as these would surely 
know the AXE symbol. But those damned scars—think fast, Mr. 
Carter! 

The man in the pork pie hat reached into his pocket and came out 
with a knife. He pressed a button and the six-inch blade clicked into 
position. “The truth,” he said softly. “How did you get all the scars?” 

“I—I was in an auto crash,” said Nick hurried. He let his voice 
tremble as he stared at the knife. “Really! It’s the truth, I swear it. I—I 
went right through the windshield and I was badly cut all over my 
body.” He was as near to tears as he could get. 

“You lie,” said the man with the gun. “Those scars were not all 
made at the same time.” He moved swiftly behind Nick. The AXE man 
felt the cold lip of the revolver against the nape of his neck. He sat 
rigid and stared straight ahead, his big body trembling. If I get away 
with this, he thought, I should get an Oscar. 

He was cutting it very fine and knew it. He did not want to take 
them yet—the gun behind him made the odds too great. But now it 
was a matter of timing, of intuition. If he waited too long to make his 
move-— 

The man with the knife picked up one of Nick’s hands. His grip 


was strong. Without a word he rammed the point of the knife in under 
Nick’s left thumb and twisted. Nick screamed and jerked his hand 
away. 

“Ohhh—don’t! Please don’t! I—I’m telling the truth. I swear I am. 
S—some of the other scars I got playing football and baseball in 
college. They are not all the same.” 

The knife came forward again. Nick slipped off the seat and 
grovelled on the floor. “No—no—don’t! I c-can’t tell you any more 
than the truth, can I ?” 

The man with the knife stared over the cringing Nick at his partner 
with the gun. When he spoke it was in thick, throaty English. They 
had forgotten to change to Croat. Nick, behind his mask of terror, did 
not miss a word. 

“Perhaps,” said the knife man, “he tells the truth after all. Plainly 
he is a miserable coward. To watch him is making me sick. You are in 
charge, Ivor. What do you say?” 

Nick crawled back up on the seat, shaking, his face buried in his 
hands. He sobbed convincingly and watched them covertly through 
his fingers. 

The man Ivor scratched his blunt chin with the muzzle of the 
revolver. He stared down at Nick with contempt. “Again it is a good 
question, Pincha. I really do not know how to answer it. Damn the 
great Manfrinto and his whores to everlasting flame ! Why should we 
have to check them out? That is a job for milksop clerks like this one 
—like this great hulk of yellow shit!” 

“T agree,” said the other man. “I agree most fully— but we still 
must follow orders. Come, Ivor! We will reach Milan soon. Whait is to 
be done with this pretence of a man?” 

At that moment there was a tap on the door. “M’sieurs? M’sieurs 
within?” 

Ivor put a finger to his lips. Pincha jabbed the knife lightly into 
Nick’s throat just over the jugular. 

“Yes?” called Ivor. “Who? What do you want?” 

“The conductor, sir. One of the gentlemen is getting off at Milan, 
non?” “Oui.” 

“In half an hour, sir. We reach Milan in half an hour.” 

“Merci.” 

It was the turning point. Nick breathed a little easier. The 
conductor’s voice had been a warning signal and these were innately 
cautious men. 

Ivor sat down again opposite Nick, the revolver still covering the 
AXE man. “You are a most fortunate coward,” he said. “I would 
exceed my orders to kill you. Get dressed. Give him back his things, 
Pincha.” 


Nick was planning for the end of the grotesque little tableau. So 
one of them was leaving the train at Milan? That’s what they thought! 

He tried to stand but his knees buckled and he sat down again. He 
gave them a sickly grin and put his hand to his mouth. “I—think I’m 
going to be sick.” 

Pincha tossed his clothes at him in a ball. “Be sick later, you big 
pile of dung. Get dressed and get out of here before we change our 
minds.” 

Nick gagged a few times, then appeared to conquer his illness. He 
dressed rapidly. 

Ivor said : “You go to Istanbul?” 

“Yes—yes.” 

Insidiously the next question came. “Why Istanbul? I would think a 
buyer of glass would go to Venice. Most fine glass comes from 
Venice.” 

Ivor was still not wholly convinced. 

“J—I am coming back to Venice later,” Nick explained. “But first I 
have some private business in Istanbul.” 

Pincha laughed. “Another whore, no doubt.” 

Ivor said : “I think perhaps we should write a letter to your wife, 
Mr. Corning, and tell her what an unfaithful toad you are. How about 
it, Pincha? Would that not be a kind deed?” 

“Most certainly,” agreed Pincha. “I will write it myself. But later. 
Let us now get this excrement out of here before he vomits on the 
carpet.” 

“One moment.” Ivor pointed the revolver at Nick’s belly. “You will, 
of course, forget everything that has happened in this compartment. 
Nothing has happened. You have never seen us. You understand that, 
Mr. Corning?” 

“yY—yes,” Nick stammered. “I understand. I won’t say a word. I 
swear. And thanks, fellas, for letting me go. This has taught me a 
lesson, you bet.” 

“Let us hope so,” said Ivor. A look of near pity flashed across his 
broad face for an instant. “To have such a body, and be such a coward 
—it must be hard to bear.” 

“If it were me,” said Pincha, “I would have shot myself long ago.” 

Nick was silent. He shrugged into his coat and began to replace his 
belongings in his pockets. Soon now. He had to get them together, 
within arm’s reach. His hands, and his terrible strength, were his only 
weapons. 

“T am getting off at Milan,” Ivor told him. “Pincha is going on as 
far as Venice. He will keep a sharp eye on you, Mr. Corning. Do not go 
near the Princess de Verizone again. Stay in your compartment. You 
had better understand that—Pincha is an expert with his little knife.” 


“T understand,” bleated Nick. “I will. Pll do just as you say. I don’t 
want any more trouble.” 

“Good. Now get out. Before I vomit.” 

Nick stood up. His legs buckled under him. He sank down on the 
seat again. “My legs—they won’t work! And I think—I think I’m going 
to be sick again.” He lowered his head and began to retch. 

He heard Ivor curse. This time in Croat. Through his fingers he saw 
the man slide the revolver into a shoulder holster. “Help me with 
him,” snapped Ivor to his companion. “Get the miserable bastard into 
the corridor.” 

Rough hands gripped Nick on either side. He let his knees buckle 
as they lifted him. “Hurry,” said Ivor. “I think the bastard is going to 
vomit.” 

They supported him towards the door. Nick let his arms dangle by 
his side, and then slid a big hand up to each man’s shoulder. He began 
to flex his shoulder muscles and the magnificent biceps. Two more 
steps and— 

Now! 

In one continuous flow of motion he slid his steel-cable fingers up 
to thick necks, stepped back one pace, and brought their heads 
together in front of him. He used every bit of his tremendous strength, 
knowing the hats would cushion the impact. There was the brutal 
sound of crushing bone as the two men struggled for an instant like 
gaffed fish, then hung limply in the terrible embrace. 

Nick dropped them. He bent over Pincha, whose pork pie hat had 
come off. Dead already, or so near it didn’t matter. Ivor was still 
breathing, blood welling slowly from a corner of his mouth. Nick 
considered using Pincha’s knife, then discarded the thought. No blood. 
No mess. He crushed Ivor’s Adam’s apple with one hand. 

There was a preremptory knock at the compartment door. “The 
porter, M’sieurs. Milano. I must have the luggage.” 

Nick shot a glance at the window, saw a block signal flash by. 
Hell! They were in the yards already. 

“Cing minutes,” said Nick through the door. The porter mustn’t see 
him. 

“But M’sieur, the luggage! I must have it.” 

“Cinq minutes,” Nick repeated firmly. “Go away. It will mean a 
generous tip. It is an affair with a lady. Comprenez-vous?” 

“Ahh, M’sieur. A lady ! I understand. Pardon.” 

The porter went whistling down the corridor and Nick went into 
high gear. The Express was rattling over points and switches now and 
signal lights were flitting past in rapid succession. Damn. He had 
hoped to get rid of the bodies in open country, gambling that they 
would not be found for some time. But there was no help for it. He 


couldn’t leave them to be found. The train would be halted and the 
police summoned. 

He flung up the. window. A blast of chill foggy air slammed into 
the compartment. Nick peered out into the misty damp night. 

They were running through a maze of standing freight cars now. 
The train was slowing. Half a mile ahead Nick could see the reflected 
glare of the station on the leaden underbellies of low hanging clouds. 
It would have to be done quickly. 

He tossed Pincha out first, then his pork-pie hat and knife. Ivor 
next. He wasted precious seconds lifting an eyelid to peer into a 
bloodshot eye that appeared dead. He put an ear to the man’s chest. 
No heartbeat. He would just have to chance it. 

Ivor went out the window. Nick tossed all the luggage after the 
bodies. He swept the little compartment clean of anything that might 
be connected with them in any way—Let the porter and the chef de 
train puzzle it out. In due course it would become a matter for the 
Italian police. 

Nick made a final rapid survey of the compartment. Nothing to 
indicate his presence. 

He listened at the door. Nothing. He unlocked it and stepped into 
the corridor. It was empty. From one vestibule he heard the sound of 
voices and the thump of baggage being stacked. His compartment was 
in the other direction. Nick took off, humming softly to himself. He 
entered the next car. He was in the clear. 

As the Orient Express slid into Milan station, Nick Carter relaxed 
and smoked and stared at the ceiling. He thought he was beginning to 
puzzle it out. From long, and sometimes frustrating experience, he 
knew that any organisation as complex as an espionage apparatus 
sometimes got its wires crossed. Got fouled up by red tape and cross 
purposes. Not to forget intra-organisational rivalries and intrigue. 

Perhaps Ivor and Pincha were a case in point. That one slip they 
had made about checking on Manfrinto’s whores. It might be just that 
and nothing more which had placed them on the Orient Express and 
the Princess’ trail. Perhaps someone in Belgrade was worried about 
Manfrinto’s insatiable sexual appetite. The nominal head of 
Yugoslavian Intelligence might do something more than sit at a desk 
and front for Vanni Manfrinto. And there were always watchers, spies, 
whose job it was to spy on the other spies. 

Nick Garter had to grin at the thought—maybe the Yugoslavians 
had a special branch just to check on Manfrinto’s girls ! They trusted 
him but not his appetites. Such action was nothing new in the realm 
of espionage. Manfrinto probably didn’t even know that all his whores 
were, as it were, pre-tested. 

N3 relaxed still further. If all this were in fact true, then the 


Princess’ association with AXE was not suspected. With both Ivor and 
Pincha dead, the immediate prognosis was good. 

But he would have to work fast. The bodies would be found in the 
yards and immediate inquiries made. The story would be in the 
newspapers. And Tweedledum and Tweedledee’s employers, whoever 
they were, would start thinking. 

Speed was now of the utmost importance. Nick locked the 
compartment door and opened his bag. He would go armed from now 
on. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


VENEZIA 


THE ORIENT EXPRESS left the mainland and rolled slowly across 
the two miles of causeway into Stazione Centrale. A porter came 
through the swaying corridors calling, “Venezia! Venezia! All out for 
Venezia.” 

Nick Carter, in a green slicker and wearing a very mid-western, 
narrow-banded hat of pale grey was already waiting in a vestibule 
with his single piece of luggage. He had put the length of the train 
between himself and the Princess. 

He could have wished for darkness—this was going to be a rather 
ticklish job of tailing—but at least it was raining lightly and the fog 
was heavy. That should help. 

He was off the train the moment it slid to a halt. He made for the 
glaringly lit main waiting room and, ignoring the huge murals and 
glittering expanses of glass, took his station at a magazine stand. His 
back was to the growing stream of detraining travellers. He was 
counting heavily on the hick hat and raincoat, and that Morgan de 
Verizone had seen him only in artificial light. 

He was thumbing through a paperback thriller as she came past, 
her spike heels tocking on marble, behind a husky porter with her 
bags. Nick gave her time to reach the stairs leading down to the 
landing, then followed slowly. This could be a minor crisis. If she took 
a vaporetto, a water bus, he was pretty well foxed. He couldn’t chance 
riding in the same boat with her. But if she took a gondola— 

The Princess did take a gondola. Nick, idling down the broad steps 
to the marble landing, saw her follow the porter to the end of the 
landing, where bright coloured mooring poles thrust out of the mud of 
the Grand Canal. Since it was winter and the weather bad, there were 
only three gondolas waiting. 

From behind a pillar, Nick watched as the porter loaded her bags 
into the gondola and gave instructions to the broad hatted barcaruolo. 
The Princess handed the porter a thin sheaf of lire, then stepped into 
the gondola, her short skirt rucking up to display a brief flash of white 
flesh over black stocking. The gondolier pulled in his mooring rope 
and began to scull away into the mist. Nick ran for the landing. 

He leaped into another gondola and snapped an order to the man. 
“You see the gondola that has just left? Follow it. Rapido Don’t lose 
it.” 


“Si, Signore.” The man flicked away his cigarette and reached for 
his mooring rope, as blase as a New York cab driver. 

They rippled through the soupy waters of the Grand Canal, the 
long and wide inverted S that runs through the heart of Venice. Main 
Street. 

The gondola ahead was only just visible, a flitting ghost in the fog. 
The ancient palazzi that lined the banks were abstractions in the dank 
miasma. There was little traffic and sounds came muffled through the 
grey blanket. 

As they glided beneath the Ponte degli Scalzi Nick allowed himself 
to unwind a bit, keeping his eye on the other gondola, and began to 
try to anticipate the woman’s movements. He knew Venice well, 
though this dank, rainy, fog-bound winter city was strangely different. 

He guessed the Princess would make for the Rialto district, the 
oldest part of Venice, a place of markets and cheap bars and tiny 
cafes. He was betting she would choose a pensione, a boarding house, 
instead of a hotel. At this time of the year there would be plenty of 
rooms and it was cheaper. And much more private. Discreet. He had a 
hunch that she would have to go to Manfrinto. The Yugoslav agent 
would not come to her. He would play it cagey. When and if the 
Princess went to bed with Manfrinto, it would be in a “safe” bed. A 
bed of the man’s own choosing. 

KILLMASTER smiled coldly and lit a cigarette as he huddled back 
under the fringed canopy. The mist was slowly thickening into a light, 
ropey rain. 

The best-laid plans gang aft agley, thought Nick, misquoting Bobby 
Burns. 

His hunch was right. He flung away his cigarette and tensed as the 
leading gondola drew over to the bank of the Grand Canal. Just ahead 
was the Ponte di Rialto. Yellow light gleamed from a sidewalk caffe, a 
note of cheer in the stark winter day. Nick held up a hand. 

“Alt! Ferma! Quiets.” 

The Princess was barely fifty yards ahead but if he lost her now, he 
would have a hell of a time finding her again. 

She was climbing out of the gondola at a landing faced by shops. 
Silently Nick signalled the gondolier to put him ashore at a nearby 
landing, next to a trattoria that was shuttered and dark. He held a 
finger to his lips and extended a thousand lire note, letting the man 
see the figure. With the lire currently at 0.16 the cent, he was still 
being overpaid. 

KILLMASTER lingered in the mist and rain sheltered by a 
projection of the trattoria wall and watched an altercation grow 
between the Princess and the gondolier. He was protesting loudly that 
he was not a donkey and would not carry her bags to the pensione. 


His outraged words came clearly to the AXE man who permitted 
himself a smile of satisfaction. She was going to a pensione then and it 
could not be far away. Else she would not have expected the man to 
carry her bags. 

Nick wondered, with a touch of whimsy unusual for him, what she 
would say if he suddenly materialised out of the fog and offered to 
carry the bags. Probably she would not be pleased. He had the strong 
impression that last night, at least in her opinion, had been a one 
night stand. 

The imbroglio was resolved by the sudden emergence from the fog 
of two ragged urchins, scugnizzi, the homeless boys found in every 
large Italian city. They lived by beggary and thieving. These two kids 
were quick to see the opportunity to earn a few lire. They were 
tugging at the woman’s suitcases and took off quickly, almost before 
Nick realised what was happening. 

He followed them down a narrow cobbled passage, his footfalls 
muffled by the chattering of the scugnizzi— he wondered if they 
would attempt to sell the Princess dirty postcards—and watched as 
they crossed the Campo San Bartolomeo. The small square was lined 
by tall, narrow, stone houses, their upper stories lost in the mist. 
There were few pedestrians about: people were keeping to their homes 
today. A few bicycles swished past, bells clanging in the white soupy 
fog. 

Nick, following at a discreet distance, saw the Princess mount the 
narrow stairs of a house. A sign by the ornamental iron-grilled door 
said : Pensione Verdi. The two small boys, labouring mightily, finally 
got the suitcases up the stairs and into a gloomy foyer. Nick took up 
his station across the square not far from a tiny caffe. Now what? His 
guess was that she would try to make a contact as soon as possible. 

It was raining harder now. Bad weather usually lasted a long time 
in Venice and Nick had the feeling they were in for a siege. This fog 
and rain might even be the prelude to a bora, a winter storm. The 
boras could be fierce and destructive, and they came on suddenly, 
washing away miles of precious coastline and fill and gnawing at the 
already rickety supports of this floating city. 

Nick shrugged at the thought of the bora. Let it come. Manfrinto 
was not going to do much tinkering with the lost bomb during a 
storm; it would only give him more leisure time, more opportunity to 
indulge his vice, and permit KILLMASTER to get close to him. The 
Princess de Verizone, if she did her job, would see to that. 

The tall glass doors of the Pensione Verdi opened and two ragged 
boys came down the steps. They were arguing now about a packet of 
lire. A moment later they vanished into the mist. Nick Carter turned 
up the collar of his hideous green slicker, pulled down his sodden hat 


brim, and prepared to wait. He was clammy and uncomfortable and 
he cursed beneath his breath. He hated stakeouts. They were 
sometimes necessary but he avoided them whenever he could. They 
were usually left to AXE operatives of lesser rank than his, but this 
time he was stuck. The thought of the Princess laving that marvellous 
white body in a hot shower did nothing to improve his mood and he 
found that he was down to his last cigarette. He lit it with difficulty in 
the pouring rain and moved over to stand beneath the awning of the 
little caffe. Lights shone rosily behind the steamy windows and Nick 
thought wistfully of the hot, bitter black coffee being dispensed 
within. 

To pass the time and lighten his mood, he thought of the last time 
he had been in Italy. It had been a pleasure jaunt. She had been a 
redhead and very lovely. Nick had hired a sports car in Switzerland 
and they had driven through a golden summer haze down along the 
Via Aurelia, through Genova, Pisa, Livorno, Gros-seto, Civitavecchia 
and, at last, and much too soon for Nick, to Roma. She was to meet 
her fiance there, she told him. Nick had driven with one hand most of 
the way and there had been many stops. Some quite abrupt. She had 
been a girl without inhibitions and when the mood struck, she reached 
for him. 

How odd, he thought now in the pelting rain, that he couldn’t 
remember her name! He could recall her face, her body, but not her 
name. Strange. Strange indeed. He had a superb memory and— 

He saw the two carabinieri crossing the square towards him. They 
were raincoated and hooded, and carried their carbines slung with the 
muzzles down to keep the rain out. They were heading straight for the 
caffe, and they had seen him. 

It was too late to slide away into the fog. Any furtive move would 
instantly attract their attention. His papers were in order, of course, 
and any check on his background would prove out. AXE would see to 
that. But he was carrying weapons—the Luger, the stiletto, and the 
little gas pellet. Let the Italian police find those and he would rot a 
long time before Hawk could spring him. Unofficially. The mission 
would be utterly blown and Manfrinto and the Yugoslavs would 
probably succeed in arming the bomb. 

Nick turned and sauntered casually into the caffe. The view was 
bad as there were no tables near the front, and the small window was 
almost totally obscured by streaming moisture. As Nick sank into a 
chair at the table nearest the window he cast a glance across the 
square. The door of the Pensione Verdi was barely visible. 

He was ordering coffee and cigarettes when the two carabinieri 
came in. They shook themselves like ducks, doffed their rain hoods, 
and one of them gave Nick a sharp look. Buon pomeriggio, Signore. 


Nick grinned at the man who had spoken. “Not a very good 
afternoon,” he said in Italian. “Except for ducks—and I have not yet 
seen any ducks in Venice. It is too wet for even pigeons !” 

Both policemen laughed at the cliche. The one who had spoken 
first said, “You are American, Signore?” 

“Yes. I am here on business, to buy glass. I have a little time and I 
thought I would see some of your great city. All I have seen so far is 
water—above and below me. There is a saying in my country—I 
should have stood in bed !” 

More laughter. The other policeman said, “You should come in the 
summer, Signore. Venezia is very good then. Buono!” 

“Tll take your word for it,” said Nick. The men chuckled and 
passed on. Nick heard them ordering coffee at a table in the rear. He 
plucked a cigarette from the new pack—he had had to settle for 
Gauloises—and lit it. As he was waving out the match, he saw the 
door of the Pensione Verdi open. It was hard to tell through the murk, 
but he thought the figure descending the steps was a woman. 

He left a thousand lire note on the table and sauntered casually 
towards the door. There was a bell over it which clanged as it opened. 
Nick glanced back and waved a casual hand. The carabinieri were not 
even looking at him. 

It was the Princess. Nick waited until she was swathed in a grey 
cloud of rain and fog, then sprinted across the square. He glimpsed a 
slim silhouette turning into a narrow passage. He halted at the corner, 
listened, and heard the rapid tick-tocking of high heels on cobbles. 
She was headed north out of the square, and she was in a hurry. 

He went after her on tiptoe, careful not to get too close. By the 
sound of her footsteps he judged that she was walking fast and not 
looking back. He had already evaluated her as a good amateur but he 
was nevertheless alert for tricks. Though it had probably never 
occurred to the woman that she might be followed on a mission such 
as this. She must have made and kept a lot of such assignations—as 
far as she knew it was just another sex job. She was to find a certain 
man and sleep with him, put him off his guard, then someone else 
would take over. Simple enough. She must have done it scores of 
times for Hawk, and she had not seemed to know the men on the 
Orient Express. 

The hollow sound of her footfalls in the narrow lane became 
sharper as she left it to enter another little campo. Venice is a 
multiplicity of such squares, each with its little village of homes, and 
shops, and bars and restaurants clustered about it. 

Nick followed her across the little square, keeping a discreet fifty 
yards behind. Rain fell with steady monotony, a grey beaded curtain 
between him and the vague figure ahead. She left the square and 


plunged into another narrow strada, up the stairs of an arching bridge 
over a back canal, then down and into a broad, well-lighted street. 
Each street light was wearing an opalescent nimbus. 

The Princess crossed the street and entered a Poste Telegrafi office 
advertised in neon. Nick waited until she was writing at the counter, 
then eased to a corner of the glass front and peered in. She was the 
only customer. There were two clerks on duty, a man and a woman. 

She was wearing a tan trenchcoat and a red beret and high shiny 
black leather boots. Rain diamonds sparkled on the beret and in her 
dark hair. She was frowning in concentration, her red mouth pursed in 
thought. 

A grin quirked Nick’s firm mouth. Now he would see just how 
much of an amateur she was. A real professional, after writing the 
telegram, would tear off the next two or three blanks and destroy 
them. It’s too easy to bring up an impression made on a telegraph pad. 

The Princess tore off the blank, handed it to the female clerk and 
paid. She ignored the pad of blanks. KILLMASTER was a little 
disappointed at having his judgment confirmed. She was just a good 
amateur. They always overlooked the little things. 

Nick was in a darkened phone kiosk—he had simply unscrewed the 
bulb—when she left the Poste Telegrafi office. He wanted the top 
blank form on that pad, but there was no time. In this soup he would 
lose her in an instant unless— 

Then he got a break. The Princess walked briefly in the opposite 
direction, and ducked into a tiny hole-in- the-wall bar. Nick was after 
her in a flash. Though he was no lip reader, he saw her scarlet mouth 
form the word acquavite. Brandy. Something against the chill rain, no 
doubt. Nick doubled quickly back to the Poste Telegrafi, thinking that 
he could have done with a shot himself. 

His intent was to stroll brazenly into the office and tear off the top 
blank and walk out again. If questioned, he would give some glib 
excuse about needing a bit of paper. Italians expected Americans to do 
nutty things. 

Fate and the police time-table decreed otherwise. Nick was in the 
act of reaching for the pad on the counter when he glanced back 
through the window. His pals, the two carabinieri, were gazing in. 
They were conscientious cops and had not lingered in the snug caffe 
and now they halted and gazed at Nick in recognition. He smiled and 
saluted with a casual finger to his hat brim. He would have to send a 
wire, damn it. 

Rapidly, because the Princess wouldn’t stay at that bar forever, 
Nick pretended to spoil the first blank, tore it off and carelessly thrust 
it in his pocket. From the corner of his eye he saw the two cops still 
lingering beneath the awning of the office. 


Nick addressed the cable to Hawk at his home address: ALL THE 
STREETS HERE ARE LEAKING AND I CAN’T FIND A PLUMBER. 
PLEASE ADVISE. NORBERT P. CLAPSADDLE. 

The male clerk scanned the blank and smiled too-thily at Nick : 
“That will be fifteen mille lire, Signore.” 

“Send it collect,” said Nick Carter. It would give the old man 
something to puzzle over. 

The clerk frowned. “But, Signore, I cannot—” 

But Nick was already out the door. The cops were gone. He went 
to the little bar and peered in. Princess gone too. Her glass of brandy, 
still untouched, was on the bar. 


CHAPTER SIX 


THE WINGED LION. 


NICK CARTER cursed himself briefly, then set about trying to 
rectify matters. He was not sanguine. There were a hundred and 
eighteen islands in Venice, and she might go to ground on any one of 
them. And without her he wasn’t going to find Manfrinto. Nick 
scowled as he entered the bar. He had been careless with the woman, 
and that was a mistake he seldom made. 

He ordered a whisky and asked for the men’s room. Opposite the 
door marked Signori was one marked Donne. The sign also said Libero 
—free. 

Nick glanced up the short passage. No one. He opened the door of 
the ladies toilet and peered in. She wasn’t in there. It could have been 
embarrassing if she had been, but at least he would have her again 
and he could always explain. Give her the code word of this mission 
and assume command of her activities. He was beginning to wish that 
he had done just that. 

He walked to the end of the passage and opened the door. It led 
into a dreary yard full of trash and crates. Rain drummed on the dirty 
concrete. He saw a wire gate swaying in the wind, which was rising 
now, and he stepped into the court to investigate. The gate opened on 
a long narrow passage, wide enough for one person, which led out to 
a back street. Nick squeezed through the dark passage, his shoulders 
brushing either side. He came to the badly lit street, a canal and a 
bridge. Nothing moved but one of Venice’s million cats. The rain 
wept. The cat purred and rubbed against Nick’s ankles. He reached 
down to scratch it behind the ears. 

“You, puss cat, are looking at a real damned fool!” 

He went back through the passage to the bar. She had come this 
way, of course. Either she had known about the passage or she had 
lucked into it. No matter. It was one of the oldest tricks in the game— 
order a drink, leave it on the bar while you went to the john, then 
leave by a back way. It was so simple that it sometimes worked. 

Back at the bar, he drank his whisky and ordered another while he 
considered what best to do, and the order of doing it. He ceased to 
chide himself. He was not a paragon, not perfect. Even KILLMASTER 
made mistakes—he had just made a dandy—and crying over spilt milk 
had never been one of his faults. The telegraph form rustled in his 
raincoat pocket as he reached for the Gauloise and matches. That 


might be a lead. It had better be! 

Nick downed his second whisky and ordered a third. This must be 
the last. It wasn’t the booze that mattered—he could drink a quart and 
barely show it—it was the time. He glanced at his AXE watch. After 
four. Probably the Princess wouldn’t try to contact Manfrinto until 
after dark, though in this weather he couldn’t even be sure of that. He 
would have to gamble. 

He finished his cigarette, lit another, and went back out into the 
rain. He knew it was probably a waste of time to check back on the 
Pensione Verdi, but it was good tradecraft and he had to do it. For all 
his flair, his bravura way of operating at times, Nick Carter was a first- 
class craftsman with a great deal of pride in his work. 

He retraced his steps to the Pensione Verdi. A bell in the gloomy 
little foyer summoned’a mountainous Italian lady in black bombazine 
with a luxurious dark moustache to match. 

“Si,” she informed him, she was indeed the proprie-taria. How 
could she help the Signore ? Nick told her. 

There was a Signorina de Verizone staying at the Verdi. Si. The fat 
lady turned to a tiny switchboard. After thirty seconds she regretted 
that the Signorina did not appear to be at home. A message, perhaps? 

No message. Nick left the Verdi and headed back for the Grand 
Canal. She had well and truly foxed him. She had known she was 
being followed—though she couldn’t have known by whom—and she 
had lost her shadow as a matter of routine. 

Nick waited five minutes in the rain before an empty gondola 
passed. He hailed it and told the man to take him to the Alb Danieli. It 
was one of the better hotels, suited to the personality and pocketbook 
of Robert N. Corning. The telegraph form crinkled against his fingers 
again as he reached for cigarettes. He would have to get right on that 
while he had something to eat and a hot, long, bath. Nick fingered his 
chin. Perhaps even a shave. 

He smoked moodily as the gondolier sculled through the inky, 
rain-pocked waters. From what he could see of it through the fog, 
Venice was a dismal ghost of its summer self. A pall, damp and chill, 
filled with the sights and smells of poverty hung over the slowly 
rotting, slowly sinking, once Queen of the Adriatic. 

The Danieli Royal Excelsior was a combination of old palazzo and 
modern hotel. Guests were few in winter, and Mr. Corning was given a 
spacious suite at a ridiculously low rate. The view, had there been one 
in the fog and lowering dusk, overlooked the Canale di San Marco. It 
was a short city block to the three-acre Piazza San Marco, an 
incredible expanse of pavement and pigeons. 

Nick got out of his wet clothes and padded about the huge sitting 
room with only a towel tucked around his lean waist. He examined 


the telegram blank, holding it to the light at an angle. The Princess 
had borne down rather heavily on her pencil. It should come up 
easily. 

He opened his travelling bag and took out a small zippered leather 
kit. Among other things, it contained a small bottle of colourless liquid 
and a fine pointed camel’s hair brush. Nick flattened the blank form 
on a marble tabletop and brushed the liquid on gently. While it was 
drying, he went into the bathroom—the tub, supported by gilded 
cherubim, appeared large enough to stage an Olympic meet—and ran 
a hot tub. A long, hot soak would get the chill out of his bones. He 
was, always, in perfect condition, but the last twenty-four hours had 
been rough. 

He went back to find the blank telegram form had dried. Nick 
flicked his lighter and held the flame close to the paper. Brown letters 
began to materialise on the blank paper. The message was short: 


The Winged Lion. Eight tonight. M. 


It was addressed to Signorina Emanuelita Alivso, at San Severo 
5319. Whoever she was. 

Still holding the paper, Nick stretched out naked on the bed with a 
faint sense of relief. He had not lost her altogether, then. If worst 
came to worst, he could always look up this Emanuelita and make her 
talk. And the Winged Lion bit, the point of meeting, that was 
incredible luck. It could only be the famous Winged Lion of Venice 
that stood on its high pedestal overlooking the Piazza and the Palace 
of the Doges. He could have hit it with a stone from his window. 

Nick Carter smiled. Matters were working out fairly well, after all. 
Losing her was not the calamity it had seemed at first. He slipped into 
a robe and picked up the phone to order food. 

When he had eaten, and the cart had been taken away, Nick 
relaxed again on the magnificent bed. He had plenty of time. A little 
quiet thought, a thorough recapitulation, was in order. His trained 
mind and hypersensitive nerves told him that time was running fast 
through the glass now—he was getting close to the crux of the affair. 
The Princess de Verizone had her orders, Nick had his. When this 
thing exploded it would be in a sudden welter of fury, and he must be 
as well prepared as was humanly possible. 

Nick assumed the easy pose, sukhasan, sitting cross-legged on the 
bed. Gradually, his breathing so shallow that his chest barely seemed 
to move, he fell into meditation. Now, with his big body subdued and 
quiescent, his mind stepped up its activity and slipped rapidly through 
the first two phases of yoga meditation to come at last to samadhi, 
total concentration on flow of consciousness. 


The Princess would not return to the Pensione Verdi until this 
mission was completed, of that he could be sure. She had been 
warned, frightened, and would play it safe. There were plenty of 
places in Venice for her to hide, and she obviously knew the city 
better than he did. All of which meant that he mustn’t lose her again ! 

How soon to declare himself to her as an AXE agent—the faceless 
man she was expecting? His mind slipped hurriedly over that one. 
Somewhere along the line Nick knew that he would have to start 
improvising, playing it by ear, facing each situation as it arose. 
Planning would be of no value then. Only after she delivered 
Manfrinto to him would he identify himself to the Princess. 

And who was Emanuelita Alivso? Instinct told him that she was a 
prostitute and the address that of a brothel. Probably a high class and 
expensive one. It was possibly true that the Princess would not be 
found dead in a brothel, as Hawk had put it, but sihe would not shy at 
using brothels, and their inmates to make her contact. 

Very likely Vanni Manfrinto, with his obsession for a new woman 
every day, had already run through all the acceptable whores that 
Venice had to offer. According to his dossier he was choosy. His 
doxies had to be beautiful and well built. Possibly he had heard about 
the de Verizone and desired her; or perhaps the Princess, via the 
grapevine, had heard of Manfrinto’s huge sexual appetite and had seen 
how she could use it to do a job for AXE. Either way it seemed to be 
working out. Nick was betting that this Emanuelita was going to 
conduct the Princess to Manfrinto this very night! She must be getting 
just a little bit nervous as no help, no AXE agent, had shown up yet. 

Freed from the stresses of his body, Nick’s mind concentrated on 
the real problem with the intensity of a laser beam. How to get to 
Vanni Manfrinto, cut him out of the herd of his protectors, make him 
disclose the location of the lost “nuke,” then kill him in a neat, tidy, 
and professional manner? Leaving no loose ends, no corpse to return 
and haunt AXE and Hawk. The Old Man was most insistent that 
Manfrinto must die ! 

The AXEman’s keen mind, its powers now multiplied by yoga, 
suddenly verged on a questioning, subtle sort of personal treason. 
Hawk had been insistent! Was it only policy, admittedly good policy, 
but was that all it was? Did Hawk have a personal reason for wanting 
Vanni Manfrinto dead ? 

At the moment there was no answer to that question, so Nick 
Carter signalled his brain to wipe it from the spinning tape of thought 
and fell into a quiet repose. Set to wake at seven-fifteen. 

Nick awoke on the precise minute. He showered, dressed rapidly 
and checked his weapons as always. His raincoat had been hanging in 
the huge bathroom, drying, and he donned it and the felt hat. He 


slipped a number of articles from his suitcase into his pockets. 

He left the hotel by a side door and stepped again into rain. 
Wraiths of grey-dark mist swirled about him as he headed for the 
Palace of the Doges. There were numerous ornate archways in that 
ancient edifice from which he could quietly observe the Winged Lion. 

The hunt was on again. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


LIDO 


IT WAS a lousy night for reconnaissance but not too bad for tailing 
—if you kept your quarry constantly in view. He couldn’t afford 
another slip. 

Nick Carter huddled in a corner arch of the Doges’ Palace and 
posted intent watch on the Winged Lion atop its tall stone pillar. 
Beyond the Lion, a few yellow lights gleamed dimly in the Church of 
San Giorgio Maggiore across the Giudecca Canal. 

The rain had slackened to a steady drizzle. The night air had a chill 
damp bite to it. Nick stepped back in the arch and flicked his pen light 
on his watch for a moment. Five of eight. Any minute now. 

He fumbled in the pocket of the green raincoat and took out a 
small pair of what apparently were opera glasses. They were really 
night glasses of an extraordinary kind—the lens were the type used by 
the U.S. Army and Marines for snipersoope shooting in the dark. Nick 
focused the glasses on the Winged Lion. Nothing. No one. The Lion 
perched atop its pillar like a worn stone eremite, a battered relic of 
Venetian glory. 

Tock-tock-tock-tockety-tock—a woman in high heels was crossing 
the deserted piazza and heading for the Lion. Nick kept the glasses 
steady on the pillar as she came into view. It was not the Princess de 
Verizone. This woman was short, stocky, wearing a plastic raincoat 
and head covering that tied beneath her chin. Even the powerful night 
lens could not disclose her features at that distance. She stopped by 
the stone column, glanced around nervously, then took cigarettes and 
matches from her purse. In the saffron flare of the match, Nick had a 
momentary glimpse of a pallid face with a scarlet mouth daubed on 
too thick. This would be Emanuelita Alivso. Profession—prostitute. He 
would have bet his last lire on it. No doubt she was getting a generous 
commission for her procurement of the Princess. Vanni Manfrinto 
would be generous with Yugoslavian money. Or would it be Russian 
money? Nick Carter chuckled coldly. Probably was. The Ivans were 
gladly footing the bill for this particular bit of trouble making. Tch-tch 
—and the Russians were so strait-laced, so moral! 

A new beat of feminine heels on stone. The Princess came out of 
the grey fog mantle and joined the woman by the pillar. They spoke 
rapidly and briefly. The Princess was dressed as she had been that 
afternoon—in the trench coat and beret and high leather boots. Nick 


had been right about that—she hadn’t dared go back to the Pensione 
Verdi. 

They were still talking, seemingly in accord. Nick was fifty yards 
away in the fog and could hear nothing. The Princess appeared 
excited, animated, almost gay. Nick could understand that—she was 
beginning to live on her nerves now, forcing herself. She was 
frightened. He liked that. Every good agent should be frightened. 
Scared agents were cautious agents. 

The two women left the Lion and walked arm in arm towards the 
Giudecca Canal with Nick behind them on cat’s feet. This was where it 
got tough. On a night like this there wouldn’t be much transportation 
available and— 

He sheltered himself behind the Lion’s pillar and watched them go 
down the stairs to a landing stage. A small launch, a private water 
taxi, was waiting for them. A man in a slicker and rain hat helped 
them into the launch, then began to cast off his mooring ropes. Nick 
searched frantically up and down the landing. He had to make a 
decision now and make it fast. He couldn’t lose her again 1 If nothing 
else offered he must hail her now, call out and halt her, then identify 
himself. 

The launchman was still struggling with his after mooring which 
gave Nick a few seconds grace. Near him, swaying to their poles in the 
rising wind, were half a dozen deserted gondolas. No help there. No 
sight or sound of a vaporetto that he might hire. He was opening his 
mouth to yell when he saw a solitary motorhoat, its outboard 
shrouded in brown canvas, tugging at its leash beyond the gondolas. 
Nick was heading for it even as the launch pulled away from the 
landing, its red and green eyes winking derisively at the AXEman. 

He cut the mooring rope with the stiletto and jumped in the 
motorboat, shoving it away from the landing in the same motion. He 
tore off the tarp covering the outboard motor, praying it was of a type 
he was familiar with. It wouldn’t take the launch long to vanish in the 
fog. 

He breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the powerful Johnson Sea 
Horse. A moment later the motor roared into life and slammed 
forward, nearly tossing Nick into the canal. He throttled down to a 
whisper and went after the stern lights of the launch. It was, he 
congratulated himself, the first felony he had committed since arriving 
in Venice. If you didn’t count carrying concealed weapons. He never 
did. 

The launch was noisy, its steady chugga-chugga filling the night 
and he doubted the women could hear the pursuer. 

He followed the launch on its steady southward course through the 
narrow Canale della Grazia and out into the lagoon. Where the hell 


was the Princess going? 

Once in the lagoon, the launch turned sharply to the west, skirting 
Giudecca, and running in the middle of the lagoon. On Nick’s left was 
the Lido, the summer fun strip of Venice with its Grand Casino and 
beaches and varied amusements. It was a long and narrow, somewhat 
resembling Fire Island in the States, and the shoreline facing him was 
convex. A few scattered lights glimmered here and there. 

The lights of the launch were pulling away as it chugged 
determinedly to westward. Nick trailed along with the throttle down. 
Sure the Princess wasn’t going to the Lido? It was closed for the 
winter. Everything was shuttered and battened down against the 
winter storms and— 

Of course she was going to the Lido. Precisely because it was 
deserted and desolate at this time of year. Vanni Manfrinto had 
thought of that, had seen the opportunity, and was no doubt 
somewhere on the forlorn Lido at this moment, operating under the 
noses of the Venice police. 

He had gained rapidly on the launch and now he shut down the 
Sea Horse again. They were putting in. 

Nick watched the stern lights turn in a slow arc away from him 
until they vanished, and the port running light came into view. The 
launch was broadside to him heading for the north shore of the Lido. 
Nick started his motor again and ran parallel to the launch. So far so 
good. He was running without lights and was confident that he had 
not been seen or heard so far. Once they got ashore it was going to be 
a lot rougher. 

He twisted the throttle and rammed the motorboat towards the 
shore, keeping the running light of the launch well in view. He 
wanted to get ashore first, to be waiting when the women left the 
launch. That would be at a regular landing, he guessed. They knew 
where they were going. He didn’t. 

The beach came at him suddenly out of the fog. Nick throttled 
down, narrowly missed hitting a wooden landing stage, and slammed 
the boat aground on a little strip of rocky beach. He leaped into icy 
water over his knees and hauled the motorboat up on the shelf. It took 
every ounce of his tremendous muscle. He left her half in, half out of 
the lagoon and raced down a narrow sidewalk towards the unlighted 
landing at which the launch was now halted, its engine slowly turning 
over, the exhaust pushing out sibilant bubbles. 

Nick veered off the concrete on to a narrow strip of sand. Even on 
tiptoe he was making too much noise. He was skirting a short line of 
cabanas that ended just short of the landing, and paused in the shelter 
of the last cabana to peer around the corner. The women, both using 
flashlights, were just stepping ashore. 


In the rays of the flashlights, he watched a packet of lire change 
hands. The launchman was not going to wait. That meant the women 
were going to spend the night. The AXEman’s lips tightened in grim 
amusement. What else? Manfrinto wouldn’t be paying as high a fee as 
he must be for only an hour or so of dalliance. It would belie the facts 
in his dossier. According to the file, this Manfrinto was a real satyr, 
insatiable. Nick could almost feel pity for the Princess— she was going 
to earn whatever AXE was paying her tonight! 

The two women waited on the landing, dim silhouettes in the fog, 
while the launch backed off, turned, and chugged away into the turbid 
night. The sound of its engine gradually died away as Nick waited and 
listened, standing like a spectre not twenty yards from the two 
women. Not much sweat in following them from now on. In this pea 
soup they would have to use their flashlights. As good as a beacon or 
a homing signal. He waited patiently, enduring the cold drip-drip from 
the cabana roof, while they exchanged a rapid spate of Italian. 

The women walked inland along a well-paved street lined on both 
sides by shuttered shops and silent summer homes. Street lights were 
few and far between on the Lido in winter—Nick noted that only one 
in six was lit—and each wore a nimbus of rain and fog. He crossed the 
street, as stealthy as a tiger, and lagged fifty yards behind them. Not 
the least of his assets was his ability to move like a shadow. Hawk had 
once commented that you never knew Carter was there until he 
touched you on the shoulder. 

Nick Carter knew the Lido fairly well and he realized they were 
leaving the better-known “tourist strip” to go into a lonely and 
desolate sector near the Alberoni golf course. Across the street and 
ahead of him he saw the two women pass beneath one of the 
infrequent street lights. There was a street sign. Nick waited until they 
had gone ahead and then, keeping out of the amber aura of light, 
crossed to read the sign. They were on the Via Vivaldi. 

Minutes later the women turned left on to Via Columbo, their high 
heels beating like leather hammers on the concrete. Nick began to 
puzzle. Three blocks ahead was the beach and the open Adriatic. A 
weird thought struck him—could Manfrinto possibly be picking them 
up with a boat? In this rotten weather? 

The tenor of the footsteps ahead changed suddenly as the women 
left concrete and stepped on to a boardwalk. Nick followed the 
bobbing lights more carefully now. He avoided the boards and slipped 
down a slight embankment into sand to muffle his steps. He could feel 
the steady pressure of wind from the open sea on his left cheek, and 
hear the intermittent surge and lap of waves on the beach. Far out to 
sea he saw a faint glimmer of light even through the fog. 

Nick ran along the side of the pile supported boardwalk and kept 


the swinging flashlights in constant view. They had to reach their goal 
soon, he told himself, unless they were meeting Manfrinto on the 
Alberoni golf course. That seemed hardly likely. 

The women slowed ahead of him and went down some steps on 
the landward side. Nick halted beneath the boardwalk and watched 
the lights. He heard one of the women laugh. It was not the Princess. 
No. She would not be laughing. She would be subdued now. Nick 
wondered if Hawk had promised her an AXE contact on her first night 
in Venice? 

Without warning a door opened not far ahead, splashing a 
rectangle of glaring white light over sand and concrete. In the split 
second before Nick flung himself on his face in the sand he saw the 
two women silhouetted starkly black against the brilliance. He hugged 
the ground beneath the boardwalk and cursed softly. That had been 
too close! If he had been any nearer the women, the light would have 
caught him as well. 

The light vanished as a door slammed. They were gone. Vanished. 
But where? Into what? Nick lay prone, his nostrils barely clear of 
sand, and tried to peer through the murk. Someone had done a really 
superb job of blacking out: there was not a solitary trace, not a hint, of 
light in all the wind whimpering darkness. 

He lay quietly—in no particular hurry now—and tried to 
remember what he knew of the Lido. He had never been in this 
particular desolate sector on foot or car, but he could remember 
water-skiing up and down the entire length of the island on the 
Adriatic side. He could visualize the golf course as it looked from the 
sea. It was on his left now, the Adriatic at his back, and the Via 
Golumbo on his right. 

Nick Carter’s memory was phenomenal, verging on total recall. It 
had saved his life on many occasions. Now he forced his mind to delve 
back some five years when he had spent a weekend on the Lido with 
the maid of the moment—and come up with a mental picture of this 
particular stretch of beach. 

The image began to build in his mind’s eye. He remembered the 
stretch of boardwalk now, and beyond it, perhaps a hundred yards or 
so, was a large square building. Rather a tall building for the Lido. 
Pink or yellow, he couldn’t remember which. Of stucco or plaster? 
And frescoed. It came surging back now. The building had been of 
yellow plaster with frescoes of gambling scenes painted on it. A 
casino! 

That was it. The invisible building was, or had been, a casino. Now 
it must be Vanni Manfrinto’s headquarters. The lost bomb, Nick told 
himself, must be very close to Venice. Somewhere behind him, 
perhaps less than a mile and hidden beneath the heaving grey blanket 


of the Adriatic, the lost bomb might be awaiting the apocalyptic 
moment. 

Nick heard the truck before he saw it. His ear on the sand 
telegraphed the soft humming of tyres. He slid behind a piling which 
supported the boardwalk and tried to bury himself in the sand. He 
pulled his hat down over his face as far as it would go and squinted 
with one narrowed eye. 

A spotlight from the small closed truck—it looked like a florist’s or 
grocer’s van—swept across the pilings. Nick eased the Luger from the 
plastic holster, praying he wouldn’t have to use it. A fire fight would 
ruin everything, blow all his plans to hell. 

The white lance swept over him, missing his big body by a bare six 
inches. The truck went slowly past, its wide beach tyres not ten feet 
from him. In the reflected glare of the spotlight, Nick caught a glimpse 
of something mounted on top of the truck. 

It was a radar antenna! The truck was a monitor van, probably 
making regular patrols around the old casino and a certain perimeter. 
Cagey bastards. It explained why the door had opened so suddenly to 
admit the two women. They had been Expected at just that precise 
moment. The radar van had picked up their blips on the screen and 
radioed the information to those in the casino. Nick began to 
appreciate what Hawk had meant when he said that Manfrinto was 
one of the best. 

Had there been a third blip on the radar screen? Himself? 

Nick Carter rolled over on his back and stared up at the invisible 
boardwalk ten feet above him. He checked the Luger for sand and 
found it clean. 

This thing was assuming new aspects all the time. He was pretty 
sure that at the moment, flat on the ground as he was, he was under 
the beam of the radar. His blip would not show. But he had to assume 
that his blip had shown as he shadowed the women to the casino, and 
that Manfrinto and company knew someone was out here. Someone 
who had trailed the Princess and her companion, who now lurked 
about. Manfrinto would assume, naturally, that the third blip was an 
enemy. What would the man do ? Nick tried to put himself in Vanni 
Manfrinto’s shoes. 

He would question the women, of course. Just how, Nick did not 
like to think. But maybe he was wrong there—this Manfrinto was no 
ordinary agent. He must respect Hawk’s appraisal of the man. So what 
then ? 

Manfrinto might just play it very close to the vest, might wait and 
do nothing and see what Nick was going to do. Manfrinto had no way 
of knowing who was lurking in the fog, or why. 

On the other hand, the Yugoslav agent would probably assume 


that he had seen the radar van and would understand what it meant. 
It was enough, Nick thought, to frighten off the most intrepid of 
agents. 

N3 made up his mind. This had turned into a deadly chess game 
now and he would have to try and outwit Manfrinto. To begin with, 
he would have to be frightened off. 

The van came past again, tyres slithering softly in the sand. This 
time the spotlight did not come close to Nick. He smiled grimly. They 
knew he was around, all right. Knew he was under the radar beam 
and hiding. They could afford to wait. Sooner or later he would have 
to break cover. 

As the van vanished again into the murk, Nick risked a look at his 
watch with the pen light. Ten minutes since the last round. That 
meant if he waited five minutes they should be at the farthest point of 
their perimeter. Then he would go. 

Five minutes later he crawled from beneath the boardwalk on the 
seaward side and began to run away from the casino. He ran hard, 
putting everything he had into it, pounding down the beach to the 
east and the Via Columbo. He slipped and lurched in the soft going, 
but his tremendous lungs and steelsinewed legs kept him moving at a 
good pace. He would be a blip on the screen now. They would see a 
terrified blip running away. It was just what he wanted. 

Nick reached the Via Columbo, but instead of turning left he 
plunged straight ahead along the beach in the direction of the Via 
Marconi. Far ahead he could see the iridescent cone of a solitary street 
light sparkling in the fog. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the 
tiny yellow eyes pursuing him. The van was coming after him, still far 
behind, and using blackout lights. They had picked up his fleeing blip, 
as he had hoped they would, and now they were out to get the 
intruder. Nick ran harder. He began to search the terrain for 
concealment. If his plan was going to work at all it would have to go 
fast and smoothly. 

He got a break he had not expected. A marvellously timed, 
beautiful break. He was within half a block of the street light when he 
saw a man pass beneath it. The man was only a shambling dark figure 
wearing a heavy coat and a droopy hat, but Nick blessed him. He 
might be some caretaker, a tramp, a maintenance worker or some 
eccentric who liked living on the Lido in winter. It did not matter. 
What did matter was that the man was going to take Nick’s place on 
the radar screen. 

Even as he was thinking, Nick flung himself into a heavy growth of 
shrubbery bordering the Via Marconi. He flattened himself and 
exhaled great shuddering sighs into the damp earth, counting on that 
radar not being too powerful, not having a range of much over a mile. 


He reckoned that he had run just about that far. He was also hoping 
for some distraction on the part of the men in the van—they would be 
trying to watch the scope and scan the passing terrain at the same 
time. They just might not notice that one blip had been magically 
replaced by another! 

It appeared to work. Two minutes later the van purred slowly past 
Nick hidden in the shrubbery. They were going after the other man, 
then. Nick took a dozen deep breaths and began to crawl on his belly 
back towards the casino. It was going to be a rough mile but it might 
be worth it. He doubted that Vanni Manfrinto would be expecting his 
return. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


THE CLOSING TRAP 


IT TOOK him nearly four hours to crawl back to the casino. He 
would always remember it as the longest mile of his life. On sand, 
stone, rocks and concrete he wore out the knees of his trousers and 
the elbows of his slicker. Sweat poured into his eyes. Not once did he 
dare raise even to his hands and knees—he did the entire mile by 
pulling himself with his elbows, aided by serpent-like contortions of 
his big limber body. 

Nick went well inland, away from the beach, approaching the 
casino from the rear this time. Fifteen minutes after he began to crawl, 
he saw the radar van go back up the beach. They would have found 
the wrong man, if indeed they had found anyone, and radioed their 
information back to the casino. Nick wondered what they had done to 
the stranger if they had found him? An outfit like this wouldn’t leave 
loose ends lying around. He shrugged his big shoulders, feeling brief 
pity and then discarding it. A lot of innocent bystanders were getting 
hurt these days. 

It was after one when he reached the rear of the casino which 
loomed dark against the shoreline. Not a light was showing. He had 
not seen or heard the radar van again. When his hand touched the 
cold wall of the casino he breathed a sigh of relief—he must be fairly 
safe from the radar now. Yet N3 was not at all happy with the 
situation or with himself. He might stumble into a hornet’s nest any 
moment, and he had a cold, distasteful feeling that he was not going 
to accomplish his prime mission this night. Manfrinto was guarded 
like Fort Knox. To kill would have been easy enough. To kidnap the 
man, or to make him talk on the spot, was an equine of an entirely 
different hue. 

From the pocket of his slicker he took a pair of thin semi- 
transparent gloves. They were made of human skin. It was one of old 
Poindexter’s ideas to confuse the opposition. Leave fingerprints 
around lavishly—the fingerprints of a convicted and executed 
murderer. 

“Electrocution,” the old man had informed Nick, “doesn’t really 
harm the flesh much. It doesn’t affect the tissues of the fingertips at 
all. I have, er, several pairs of hands now waiting to be flayed.” And 
he had smiled benignly at Nick. 

Nick smiled now in the wet gloom. Not benignly. He was going to 


leave prints all over the place, of course, and they might as well be a 
dead man’s. The Russians, if not the Yugoslavs, were most professional 
and thorough. Nick was certain they had his prints on file. 

He found a back door of stout wood and listened for any sounds. 
Nothing but the soughing of the wind, the drizzle of rain, the steadily 
building surf two hundred yards off. He decided to chance it. 

He had the door open in a minute flat, using his Lockpicker’s 
Special, and eased it slowly inward. Darkness. The smell told him he 
was in a kitchen. He scuttled in on his hands and knees and closed the 
door softly, locking it again. He felt around with his hands, his fingers 
sensitive through the thin gloves, feeling large flagstones and their 
cemented jointures. Kitchen, all right. He could hear the dripping of a 
tap somewhere. 

Nick lay on the cold floor for ten minutes before he moved again. 
He could hear voices now, rapid talk and spates of laughter, coming 
from the front of the house. He crawled in the direction of the sound 
and came to a swinging door that must lead into a passage and the 
front of the casino. No good for now. He felt his way on around the 
wall. He banged his head on a large stove and swore under his breath. 
He put his hand into some sort of mess and swore again. He sniffed at 
his fingers. Fishy. A cat’s bowl. 

Two green orbs stared at him from a chair. “Nice kitty,” said Nick. 
“Good cat. You mind your business and I’ll mind mine, huh?” The cat 
began to purr. 

He found the second door, the one he was looking for. He pushed 
it open and felt stairs leading upward. Good. A back stair for service 
and servants. He risked his pen light for a moment and saw narrow 
uncarpeted treads circling up into the gloom. 

Ten minutes later—he had crossed each landing with infinite 
caution—Nick was on the sixth and top floor of the casino. He had not 
encountered a single guard. Not a soul. Still the only sound was the 
voices and laughter from the lower front of the house. As he listened a 
male voice broke into raucous song. 

Nick tiptoed down a long, carpeted central corridor, to a bay 
window overlooking the front of the casino. There was a wide window 
seat in the bay. His probing fingers found hinges and he tugged at the 
seat. It came up with a tiny squeak. Nick put the light into the 
opening. It was empty. 

Doors lined the corridor. He worked his way back, trying each 
door with great care. All were locked. This floor, at any rate, was not 
being used. He went down the back stairs to the fifth floor. Still 
nothing. The same with the fourth floor. The window seats in the bays 
were empty except for trash and the dust of years. 

He descended stealthily to the third floor and at once heard the 


sound of voices from a room halfway up the corridor. One of the 
voices belonged to the Princess de Verizone. The other, a high tenor, 
must be that of Vanni Manfrinto. Nick crouched near the head of the 
corridor and listened intently, his head cocked to one side, his face as 
inscrutable as the newel post on which his hand was resting. 

The Princess had done her job. She had gotten Nick within striking 
distance of the Yugoslavian spy master. That she was unaware of it 
did not matter. What did matter was that Nick Carter could see no 
feasible way of taking advantage of the situation. Not just at the 
moment. Hawk had assumed that Nick would only have one chance at 
Manfrinto and, in the light of his experience so far, Nick was inclined 
to agree with his boss. So he daren’t muff that one chance. That meant 
the thing would have to be done with absolute speed, stealth, and 
ingenuity, and that wasn’t possible at the moment. He was very much 
in Manfrinto’s castle, and the man had too many troops around. 

Nick went noiselessly down to the door. A faint line of light fell 
across the threshold. The voices had ceased now and as he knelt to 
peer in the keyhole he heard the Princess give a little cry. She was 
earning her pay tonight. 

The key was in the lock and Nick could see nothing. It was an old- 
fashioned lock and key, of the simplest sort, but it did the job. Very 
gently Nick tried the door. Locked, right enough. No way had yet been 
invented to break down a door without making a noise. 

The AXEman, still kneeling before the door, permitted himself a 
grin of weary cynicism. Speaking of noise—bedsprings within were 
twanging a tune of amour now. By the sound, Manfrinto was going 
after her like an oestrual goat! 

The Princess de Verizone cried aloud. “Please— please ! You’re 
hurting me !” 

The man gave a high giggle, and the bedsprings ceased their 
metallic song for a moment while certain adjustments were made. The 
man mumbled something. Then the cadence began again. 

At this juncture, Nick Carter told himself, the hero usually breaks 
down the door and rescues the maiden. What maiden? Indeed, what 
hero? They died young, heroes. He prepared to rise from his crouch. 
He was going to try to keep her alive, and that was all he could do. 
And that would be tough— 

The man behind him made a slight sound at the last moment. His 
stocking feet rustled on the carpet. Nick, without thought, threw up 
one hand to ward against the noose that dropped over his head. That 
hand saved his life. 

His attacker had already made one terrible mistake. He had tried 
to take Nick alone, without calling for help. Now he made a second— 
he still did not call for help! He thought he had the thuggee cord 


around Nick’s throat as he crossed the ends of the cord and tugged. He 
was going to be a hero—he would earn all the kudos and rewards for 
himself. 

Nick Carter knew he had perhaps a fraction of a second before the 
man realised his mistake. If he cried out everything was lost. He 
would have to shoot his way out of the casino and his best chance at 
Manfrinto would be gone. And it was likely the Princess would be 
killed. 

Nick came up from his crouching position like a powerful spring. 
He rammed the man’s chin with his head as hard as he could. It hurt 
him. He heard bones click and crunch as the man fell away from him 
and Nick tore the thuggee cord from his throat and whirled in the 
same motion. This had to be fast—so fast! If Manfrinto was alerted 
even by the scuffle of feet on the deep carpeting— 

He got one powerful hand around a thick neck and squeezed. He 
gauged his distance by feel and experience and let go with a right 
hand. He put everything he had in it. More than once he had killed 
men with a single blow. 

His big fist bored into the flesh under the man’s ribs. The 
paralysing solar plexus blow. Nick corkscrewed his knuckles as they 
made contact. He heard the man’s explosive Ummphhhhhh and spittle 
sprayed his face. The man went lax and fell forward. Nick caught him. 

Without a hitch in the fluid motion, Nick dragged the man away 
from the door, praying that Manfrinto was hearing nothing but the 
sobs and moans of the woman beneath him. He had the man by the 
armpits now, pulling him towards the bay window at the far end of 
the corridor. The unconscious man’s heels made little plowing noises 
in the nap of the carpet. 

When he got to the bay window Nick dropped the man and 
cautiously raised the window seat. The hinges seemed never to have 
been oiled. He risked a flash of his pen light. The seat was filled with 
stacks of well-oiled submachine gun clips. For Russian-made guns. 
There was still plenty of room for his victim. 

Nick Carter hesitated for a moment over the faintly breathing man. 
He knew the wisest thing, was to kill the man—it would avoid the fuss 
and bother of binding and gagging him. It would also mean one less of 
them to deal with in future. 

Nick crooked his elbow and slid Hugo, the stiletto, from the 
chamois sheath down into his palm, the hilt as cold as the death it was 
to inflict. Nick felt for the man’s throat in the darkness, then hesitated, 
sighed, and put the stiletto back in the sheath. It wasn’t absolutely 
necessary to kill this man. 

He worked rapidly gagging the man with his own handkerchief 
and used his own belt to bind his hands behind him. He pulled the 


fellow’s pants down and used them to bind his ankles. Then he quietly 
deposited him in the window seat and went back up the corridor to 
the door of Manfrinto’s room. The springs were still singing. The 
bastard was insatiable ! 

Nick went back to the rear stairs thinking that it was more than 
time for him to clear out. He had been uneasy all along and now that 
uneasiness was growing. He had better get out, off the Lido, and back 
to the old drawing board. It simply wasn’t in the cards for him to take 
Manfrinto out of this place tonight. The odds were too great against 
him and he couldn’t risk a failure. 

Unfortunately he had left a calling card in the person of the man in 
the window seat but there was no help for it, and Nick had been lucky 
as it was. The man would be found sooner or later and Manfrinto 
would know that his lair had been penetrated. Nick allowed himself a 
cold grin. The unfortunate man would probably be shot for bungling, 
for not having given the alarm. 

Nick did not care to think about the fate of the Princess and die 
other woman when the man was discovered. 

He was halfway down the stairs on the way to the kitchen when he 
saw a light and heard voices. Someone was in the kitchen. Escape that 
way was cut off. 

The door was open a quarter of an inch and Nick put his eye to the 
crack. There were two men in the kitchen and they had a woman with 
them. That must be Emanuelita earning a night’s pay. If it was, then 
he was safe enough for the moment. 

The men were speaking Italian. No sound from the woman. 

A man said, “Fretta! Hurry up before Milos comes. I don’t want to 
miss my turn.” 

Another man answered in a strained, gasping voice. “Pazienza- 
paienza! I will be finished in a minute. There is—uh—plenty of—uh— 
tume.” 

Nick allowed himself a small, hard grin. He couldn’t help 
wondering how Hawk would have reacted to the grotesque scene he 
was witnessing. The boys as well as the boss were living it up tonight! 

A single harsh light glared from the kitchen ceiling disclosing the 
woman lying back on a large deal table, her plump white legs waving 
in the air. In one hand she clutched a large wad of lire. Her face had 
all the expression of an empty house. She was making no attempt to 
cooperate with the smallish man who was thrusting at her; she was 
simply letting her body be used as she stared vacantly at the ceiling 
and clutched her money. 

Nick could not see the other man. Now he spoke again. “Hurry up, 
damn you! Milos will be here any second. You know the orders—it’s 
time to search the house.” 


Search the house? Nick risked opening the door another inch and 
saw the second man, a big bearded fellow wearing corduroys and a 
blue jersey with a tommy gun slung over one shoulder. He was 
standing against the back door. Nick would not be leaving this way. 

He turned and went silently up the stairs again. He was beginning 
to feel trapped. He had gotten in so easily. Too easily? It was going to 
be tougher getting out. 

He ran on tiptoe down the third floor corridor, slowing cautiously 
as he approached the main staircase. Amber light filled the stairwell 
and he heard voices. Must be three or four of them at least. Nick 
tiptoed down a floor. 

He fell to the floor, wriggled forward on his belly to the edge of 
the stairs and peered over. Directly beneath him was a large foyer 
with a tessellated floor. Three orange-coloured, candle-shaped bulbs 
glowed in an ornate crystal chandelier. From an open door to the right 
of the foyer a brighter shard of light fell across the scarred and boot- 
ruined floor. Four men were standing about the foyer in various 
attitudes of impatience. Beyond them was a wide, tall, cream-coloured 
door bound in brass, the main entrance to the casino. Nick had a 
feeling he would not be using it either that night. 

All the men wore corduroys and thick blue jerseys. Must be some 
sort of uniform. A couple of them wore sailor’s knit caps, the rest were 
bareheaded. All carried tommy guns and three had holstered pistols or 
revolvers. Some had long, cruel fish knives stuck into wide leather 
belts. 

One of the men in the foyer said, “Where in hell is Milos? We’re 
late now. And where are Petka and Nino?” 

“On guard in the kitchen, of course.” 

A man laughed explosively. “Guard? That is a new name for it!” 

Another man laughed. “They must have their turn. It is only fair.” 

The man nearest the door, a short fattish type, grumbled, “Fair? 
You call it fair? We get the scraps, that stupid whore, and the master 
gets the cream! That’s fair?” 

There was general laughter. One man said, “Stop complaining, you 
fat bastard. You are lucky to get any woman! Or perhaps you think 
you are more clever than the boss—your name is also Manfrinto, 
perhaps?” 

There was general scornful laughter. The man who had spoken first 
said, “But where is Milos? I want to get this job over with and get 
some sleep. What good is a night off if one cannot catch up on one’s 
sleep?” He yawned loudly. 

Someone poked him playfully in the stomach. “Ha— the love 
making has you exhausted, no? Be thankful that you are not walking 
around in a hundred pounds of diving suit on the bottom of the sea. 


That is where we would all be if the boss had not wanted this woman 
tonight. What a man—not one night can he go without a woman!” 

“It is not that.” The speaker sounded as if he were defending 
Manfrinto. “It is the weather—there is a bora coming. Wait a day or 
two—you will see.” 

Nick heard someone coming down the stairs over him. He wriggled 
back into the shadows just in time and lay holding his breath. This, no 
doubt, would be the Milos they were talking about. Probably a 
lieutenant of sorts, Manfrinto’s second in command. 

The man passed within six feet of the lurking AXEman, his shadow 
looming huge on the wall as he crossed the landing and started down 
to the foyer. For a moment Nick had a good look at him. 

Milos was a big man, nearly as big as Nick himself, and he looked 
powerful. He was clean shaven, with a sharp hatchet face and jutting 
jaw. He wore the inevitable corduroy trousers, but above them he 
wore a pea jacket and a blue yachting cap with a broken vizor. He 
carried no tommy gun, but there was a holstered pistol on his belt. 

When he reached the foyer, the man began to issue orders in sharp 
Croatian. Nick lingered, knowing how terribly dangerous it was to do 
so. Milos was strident now, this voice angry and impatient. The rest of 
the men muttered replies which Nick recognised as negative. The 
name Johann kept cropping up in the tirade of words. Johann ? 

Of course! The man he had hidden in the window seat. They were 
just now missing him. Manfrinto’s organisation was a bit loose. Nick 
thought as he went softly up the front stairs. But he didn’t want to 
underestimate the man. There had to be—there must be—a great deal 
of method in all this chaos. 

Nick heard footsteps and peered over the stairs, down into the 
amber-lit well. Three men were starting up. All carried their machine 
guns at ready now. Nick Carter’s muscles were steel cables, his nerves 
made of ice, but even so, he had a queasy moment thinking what one 
burst could do to his guts. It wouldn’t happen, of course. It mustn’t. 
But how was he to get out of this trap ? He went quietly up one more 
flight. 

He could hear Milos giving final orders in Italian. Maybe some of 
the men probably didn’t understand Croat well, or at all. They looked 
like international goons—Manfrinto’s own small Foreign Legion ? 

“You three take the front,” Milos told the men already climbing the 
stair. “You, fat one, come with me to the kitchen. We will get Petka 
and take the back stairs.” 

“Perhaps he has not yet finished with the woman,” said the fat 
man slyly. 

Milos muttered an obscenity and called to the men on the stairs. 
“Wait for us. Remember the orders. We search each floor from back to 


front, working towards each other. Every room must be searched. 
Nothing overlooked. If you hear any sounds you cannot understand, 
start firing—shoot first and we will sort it out later. If you find anyone 
hiding you know what to do—kill him. That is all. Just kill him. Go 
now. Wait until you hear us on the back stairs then start.” 

Nick glanced down the corridor behind him. The light was still on 
in the room where Manfrinto had the Princess. He wondered if the 
bedsprings were still singing. This Manfrinto was one for the books, all 
right. Staying hidden in his web like an amorous spider making love 
while his men carried out his orders. Such confidence, Nick thought, 
must somehow be justified. 

No time to puzzle over it now. He opened the window seat and 
thrust in a hand, felt clothing and flesh. He listened. The man was not 
breathing. He had killed him after all. But in this case a dead man 
could tell just as many tales as a live one. And they would find this 
man in ten minutes or less. 

He leaped on the window seat and pulled back a pair of musty 
smelling draperies. Immediately he saw why they were not worrying 
about windows, a fact which had mildly puzzled him up to now. 

The windows were permanently sealed with wall board. The stuff 
was thick and tough, and he could feel the big nail heads with his 
fingers through the skin gloves. No wonder the blackout was so 
absolute. No way out here. He could hardly pull the boarding off with 
his bare hands, he had no tools and in any case, there was the noise. 
And time! Now damn little of it left. 

Nick went up another flight of stairs. He could hear them on the 
floors below working towards each other. They were very quiet and 
professional now. No jokes or laughter. 

No joke indeed. Nick was beginning to worry as he tried the 
window over the window seat—sealed, also— and ran down the 
corridor testing doors. Every one was locked. He could easily break 
them in, but not without noise. And all these rooms were traps with 
sealed windows. And he was on the fourth floor now—it would be a 
long drop even into sand. If he hit sand. Concrete was more likely. 

As he bounded up the stairs to the fifth floor, Nick Carter began to 
see that the image of Vanni Manfrinto as a spider was a good one. He 
stayed securely in his web and waited for the fly to come to him. And 
he took no chances at all. 

Nick suddenly realized where the man Milos had been before—in 
that room with Manfrinto and the Princess. Probably sitting in a 
corner with a tommy gun on his knees, protecting his boss while he 
made love. Privacy in intimate situations, Nick acknowledged with a 
grim smile, was something these people didn’t worry much about. Or 
perhaps Manfrinto, in addition to being a satyr, was some sort of 


sexual kook. He probably liked being watched. 

There was no hope on the fifth floor. Nor would there be on the 
sixth and last floor. Even if he could tear a window open in time and 
get out before the noise brought them, it was too far to the ground. If 
he tried it and broke a leg he would be done for. It was getting 
perilously to a shoot out, the last thing he wanted. His real mission 
was far from accomplished. He didn’t even dare to kill Manfrinto, 
which ordinarily would have made the mission worthwhile. Manfrinto 
knew where the lost bomb was! He had to be kept alive at all costs, 
even if Nick went down. There would still be a ghost of a chance for 
the CIA or other AXEmen to take over. 

No hope on the sixth floor. He had not expected it. They were on 
the third floor now and he began to cast around for the best defensive 
position. He chose a door in the middle of the corridor, halfway 
between the front and back stairs, and knelt before the lock with his 
pick in hand. From this doorway he could cover both stairwells and 
hold them off for a little time. Might even be able to soft talk them 
into a parley if he had time before they killed him. 

As a very last resort there was one sure way of making them spare 
him for the moment. Admit his identity. Tell them he was Nick Carter. 
To take Nick Carter alive was a coup that Manfrinto would not be able 
to resist and it might gain him a little time. 

A thought struck the AXE agent. Damn! What was wrong with 
him? He should have thought of it before. He flicked on his pen flash 
and explored the ceiling of the corridor. Maybe the casino had some 
sort of attic or garret. 

There it was. A black hole in the high ceiling, about four by four. 
An uncovered trap door. It was a good four feet over Nick Carter’s 
head and there was nothing to stand on. 

Nick put away the picklock and holstered the Luger. When the 
devil drives— 

He retreated to the front stairwell, keeping the tiny lance of light 
on the trapdoor as a pointer. For a moment he listened. They were just 
finishing up on four and even as he listened, he heard them clumping 
up to the fifth floor. Time to try it. If he could get up into that attic or 
garret, or whatever, it would give him precious time. They would 
search it eventually, but in the meantime he might get the one break 
he needed so desperately. 

Nick tensed the great thews in his legs, then relaxed. He ran down 
the corridor, guiding on the light beam, and leaped for the hole in the 
ceiling. 

A man without Nick’s enormous strength and almost prehensile 
fingers would have failed. There were no ledges or projections to 
afford a grip. Only rough unfinished boarding running flush to the 


edge of the trapdoor. Nick hooked the fingers of one hand over it and 
hung dangling, his hand a grappling iron. He flicked off the light and 
slid it into his pocket, then caught at the edge with his other hand. 
After that getting up was no trick for a man who could chin himself 
fifty times with one hand. 

Once through the trapdoor, he used his light again. The room was 
long and low, running from front to back of the casino. It had the 
musty smell of all long unused attics. It was divided into a dozen small 
cubicles, in some of which were bare iron cots. At one time it must 
have served as sleeping quarters for servants or other employees. A 
narrow raised platform ran between the cubicles from front to back. 
Nick ran swiftly down the platform to the rear of the house. There was 
a small window there and it was not boarded up. Obviously they had 
not thought of it when securing the building. 

The window was not locked, only hermetically sealed by years of 
grime. Nick doused his light and tugged at it. It refused to budge. He 
applied more pressure and still it would not come. In a sudden fury of 
impatience he yanked with all his might and the window frame tore 
away in his hand. A gust of wet cold air whimpered into the attic. 

Nick dropped the window and turned back, using the light again. 
They must be nearly finished with the fifth floor by now and ready to 
start on the sixth and last. Then they would bring a ladder and ascend 
to the attic. 

He ran back to the trapdoor and listened. Yes, they were on five. 
Time was sliding away. 

If worst came to worst, he was now at least in a strong position— 
unless they began using tear gas or grenades. Neither thought brought 
him any cheer. He went back to the open window and sprayed the 
light out and down, chancing the risk of outside guards. Beggars 
couldn’t choose. 

It was six stories straight down smooth walls. The light was too 
weak to see if there was sand or cement down there, and anyway, he 
didn’t want to risk it. He was sure to break something. 

“Like my neck,” Nick muttered disconsolately. He pulled his head 
back and was about to flick off the light when he saw a pile of coiled 
rope lying off to one side of the window, on the bare lathing. He had 
so nearly missed seeing it! 

With an exclamation of triumph Nick grabbed the rope. He knew 
what it was—he had seen such primitive fire escapes before in a hotel 
on Cape Cod. It was simply a heavily knotted stout rope long enough 
to reach the ground and set into the wall by an iron screw ring. 

Nick tossed the coil of rope out of the window and tested the end 
tied to the ring. It squealed ominously. Probably the wood was rotten. 
No matter. This was it. This or nothing. 


He had trouble getting his shoulders through the window and left a 
part of his slicker on a nail. Then he was sliding down the rope, Luger 
in hand, his legs braking the descent. The angry wind seized him and 
tossed him about like a monkey on a string. 

His feet touched concrete. If he had fallen or jumped he would 
have been dead now. Nick went instantly to ground, crawling on his 
belly to his right which he reckoned to be the rear of the casino. He 
was far from out of the woods yet. There was still the radar truck and 

Something darker than the night loomed just ahead of him. The 
radar truck silent and deserted now. The driver and radar men must 
be inside with the others. 

Nick Carter chuckled as he went rapidly around the truck, letting 
the air out of all four big beach tyres. They wouldn’t be chasing him 
again tonight in this vehicle. 

With the sibilance of escaping air singing a happy sound in his 
ears, he came erect and began to run for the second time that night. It 
was a long run to where he had left the stolen motor boat, but he was 
going to do it at top speed. 

As he ran, he took off the now battered hat and let the cold wind 
cool his sweat-tangled hair. Head back, knees churning like pistons, he 
ran. 

As he ran he planned. Things were confused and muddled and, he 
was not exactly sure who had won tonight’s round. Call it a draw. 
Tomorrow would tell. There was damn little time left now. 


CHAPTER NINE 


THE BRIDGE OF SIGHS 


NICK AVOIDED the San Marco landing on his return, afraid the 
boat had been missed and the police waiting. Instead he tied it to one 
of the vacant pali off the Riva Degli and walked back to his hotel. It 
was ten after three when he entered his room. 

He slugged a stiff drink from the bottle of Scotch he had ordered 
with dinner, then called the AXE depot in Rome. There was none in 
Venice. He would just have to take a chance and go through the hotel 
switchboard clear, then the Rome man could relay it to Hawk by 
scrambler. 

The Rome man came on. Nick said, “This is nine third, Rome. I’m 
gojng through a board and Ill have to use jargonese. You catch?” 

“T catch,” said the Rome man. “You like your eggs scrambled?” 

“Yes, of course. Then serve them to Washington.” 

“Natch. Proceed.” 

“Message follows, then : Have located lover boy. He kept his date 
with lovely. I unable to proceed because of severe competition. Some 
chance the balloon is blown, but doubt it, though lover may be 
suspicious. May mean sacrificial goat has had it. Hoping not. Plan end 
last chapter today, or tonight, if at all possible. You got all that 
Rome?” 

“Tl read it back.” 

The message came back letter perfect. Nick gave him the name of 
the hotel and his room number and hung up. He had another drink, 
took a hot bath, and tumbled into bed, leaving his rumpled and 
sodden clothes scattered over the floor. He set his mind for six. 

Nick awoke on the stroke of six, clear-eyed and ready for action, 
though a trifle stiff in muscle and joint. It was still dark outside. He 
opened a window and felt the pressure of the wind as it gusted in, 
bringing fog with it. The rain had ceased for the moment, but there 
could be no doubt now that a bora was on the way. Nick closed the 
window, lit his first cigarette and sat on the bed, his fine high brow 
wrinkled in thought. He was going to have to play a hunch today. 
Plan one. If it went wrong, it would have to be Plan Two. And Plan 
Two could turn out to be bloody murder. If he had to Use it, the Lido 
was going to look like a battlefield. The Princess de Verizone would 
almost certainly die. 

Nick Carter shrugged his enormous shoulders. Che sera, sera! He 


didn’t want to lose the Princess, towards whom he felt an unexplained 
tenderness, but you had to play the cards as they fell. 

The phone rang. Nick reached for the instrument on his bedside 
table. “Yes?” A cautious yes. 

It was Rome. “Sorry to break up your beauty nap,” said the same 
voice, “but Black Hunter says most urgent.” Black Hunter would be 
Hawk, of course. 

“Proceed,” Nick told him. “You delivered the eggs?” 

“Yes. Here is message. Indians preparing a scalping party. Lie 
factory working overtime. Rags going overboard. Some justification. 
Trigger is leaking and opera singers all scared. Most emphatic urgent 
find monster soonest or hell will be paradise.” 

“Repeat it,” Nick told the Rome man. When that had been done, he 
hung up. Sitting naked on the bed he lit another cigarette, and 
thought. Matters were hotting up fast. It took a lot to get Hawk 
panicky, but he sounded that way now. In his mind he broke down the 
jargonese. 

The Reds, Indians, were going on the war path. That meant the 
Russians were embarking on a propaganda blast with the rumour 
factory, the technique of the big lie. Rags meant newspapers. Probably 
there had been a blast in Pravda yesterday. Other papers, too. Some 
justification meant that the Russians had really stumbled on to 
something—the trigger was leaking and the “opera singers”—Italians 
—were scared ! 

The lost bomb had a plutonium trigger and plutonium was one of 
the most deadly toxic materials in the world. Nick cast back to the 
briefing in Washington, to the bird Colonel with the weary face. The 
Colonel had told them that the bomb casing had been thin since the 
bomb was designed for air bursts and that if it had ruptured in the 
crash there might be leakage. 

That must be what was happening now. The teams combing the 
shore areas and the nearby Adriatic must have found traces of 
radiation. Plutonium dissolves very quickly in salt water. The first 
animal life to be affected would be fish, then the whole food supply 
would become contaminated. No wonder the Italians were scared. At 
any moment now they might lose their heads and start evacuating 
Venice and the surrounding littoral. The thing would build and build, 
fed by the Russians and Yugoslavs, and Uncle Sam would be the 
villain before the world. 

And all the while the Yugoslavs threat to arm and explode that 
bomb slumbered unseen beneath the surface. Only he, only Nick 
Carter, could do anything about that. 

He dressed rapidly and was just leaving the room when the phone 
rang again. It was Rome on the wire. 


“Add to last message,” said the Rome man. “Royalty is expendable. 
I repeat—Royalty is expendable. Got it, nine third?” 

“Got it.” Nick hung up. Trust Hawk to remind him that the 
Princess could be spared. The boss knew of Nick Carter’s innate 
chivalry—though he sometimes used another name for it—and did not 
wholly approve. Hence the not too subtle reminder. 

The first vaporetto from the Lido was due at the San Marco landing 
at eight o’clock. Nick breakfasted at a trattoria near the Piazzo, then 
took his station in the same archway from which he had watched the 
preceding night. The visibility was at most fifty yards and the wind 
was gusting harder by the minute. The glistening wet streets were 
scantly populated. 

The water bus was on time. The Princess was the only passenger. 
The first part of his hunch was proving out. He watched as she came 
up the landing steps slowly, as though it hurt her to walk, and even 
from a distance he could see that she was deathly pale. The trenchcoat 
was buttoned tightly around her slim throat. Without a glance around 
she began to walk towards the Riva Degli. 

Nick Carter waited. All his long experience told him that he had to 
be right—but where was the bastard ? 

He saw him then. A squat man in a black windbreaker came out of 
a side street and fell in behind the Princess. Nick grinned coldly. It 
figured of course. Manfrinto, not sure of what exactly was going on, 
had let the woman go so she could be followed. Nick would have 
played it that way himself. 

He was about to go after both of them when a third man came out 
of a little tobacco shop and fell into line. Nick hesitated, giving the 
man time to take his position in the parade, cursing mildly under his 
breath. Manfrinto was not a man to take chances. This was a double 
tail—one man following the Princess, the other man following the first 
shadow. That gave Manfrinto a double check. 

Nick Carter pulled his hat over his eyes and went after them, 
bringing up the end of the procession. Manfrinto was going to be 
disappointed, Nick had not counted on two of them, and it would 
increase the danger, but it could be done. Soon now. He flexed his 
elbow and the stiletto slid down into his palm. He drew the hand up 
into the cuff of his slicker, masking the weapon. 

He could not see the Princess now, only the man in front of him. 
He must trust to their skill at their job. The man ahead of him, his 
immediate quarry, must be doing the same thing. 

The man ahead of him turned sharply to his left and Nick followed 
suit. They were on a narrow cobbled walk that skirted a back canal 
near the rear of the Doge’s Palace. Just ahead, hanging high in the 
mist and seemingly disembodied, was the Bridge of Sighs. In the old 


times, prisoners had been led over it to the execution chambers. 

There was a blob of thick grey fog just below the bridge. Nick 
began to run on tiptoe and as he ran, he glanced back. No one around. 
It might as well be here, then, if he could find the man in the fog. 
Directly under the Bridge of Sighs. 

But he wasted no time on symbolism as he plunged into the thick, 
damp curtain, slowing, hoping the other man would be slowed too. 
When he found him he would have to identify him by touch—the 
third man had been wearing a heavy black rubber raincoat of a police 
or military type. 

A form loomed ahead of him in the fog. Nick started to hum a 
chorus of O Sole Mio. He increased his pace and careened into the 
man from the rear. “Scusi,” and Nick. His fingers touched wet rubber. 

The man, a tall thin fellow, swore at him. “Fool! You run in fog 
like this !” 

“Scusi,” said Nick again. He squeezed past the man, then turned to 
face him. With one big hand he seized the nape of the man’s neck and 
pulled him forward on to the waiting stiletto. He put the blade 
through the raincoat and inner coat, just under the bottom rib on the 
left side, and twisted it upward and out to make sure that air would 
get into the wound. The man grunted, clawed at Nick for a moment, 
then fell forward. Nick caught him and directed the thin, light body 
towards the canal in the same motion. There was a muffled splash. 
Nick knelt to clean the blade in the filthy water, then shot it back into 
the chamois sheath. He turned and pelted into the fog, running hard, 
wiping his hands on his slicker as he ran. 

The fog was thinning again now, turning patchy. Nick slowed. 
There was no sign of the other man, none of the Princess. A hot ball of 
despondency grew in his stomach. If he lost her again it would have to 
be Plan Two—and he didn’t want that. 

The passage opened into a little campo fronting the Palazzo 
Trevisan with the lights of shops and caffes casting aureate shadows 
on the damp pavements. Visibility had improved to a hundred yards 
or better. Nick ducked into the doorway of an empty store, lit a 
cigarette, and surveyed the area. He had to concede he had lost the 
Princess de Verizone, but maybe he hadn’t lost the man following her. 

From beneath his hat brim the AXEman studied the square with 
fierce concentration. If the Princess had holed up somewhere around 
here the man would not be far away. His keen eyes wandered around 
the square from left to right, clockwise, missing nothing. A dress shop, 
a grocery, the neighbourhood trattoria, two small bars, the large 
expanse of the Palazzo Trevisan, a tobacco and newspaper shop. Near 
him, just to his right, a line of poverty tenements. Cold water flats, 
they would be called in the States, with the single bathroom on each 


floor and garbage and ordure in the halls. 

Something black and shiny moved across the little square. Nick’s 
eyes flicked towards the movement, his attention riveted. He smiled. 
There he was, all right. The gentleman in the black windbreaker and 
trilby hat. Squat and short. Mr. Five by Five! He was the prime 
shadow. The dead man had been merely checking on him. 

The man in the windbreaker was watching the tenements to Nick’s 
right. So the Princess was somewhere in there. That made sense to 
Nick, knowing what he did. She had not wanted to return to the 
Pensione Verdi yet, but she had had to go someplace. She was 
probably terrified by now, sick with fear. She needed a hole. This was 
it. It was Emanuelita’s place, of course. The neighbourhood stank of 
poverty and prostitution. 

That was that. He knew where she was and he bet that she would 
be sitting tight for a time. At least until nightfall. Meantime, there was 
the watcher across the street to be dealt with, quickly before the man 
could call Manfrinto on the Lido and disclose the Princess’ 
whereabouts. He could have done so already, but Nick thought not. 
They had only just arrived in the square, all three of them and the 
man wouldn’t risk leaving his post until he was sure the Princess was 
settled in. 

Nick reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and took out a 
stubby blue steel silencer. It had been some time since he had used it, 
but now it would come in handy. Working beneath his slicker, he 
twisted the silencer on to the muzzle of the Luger, then, his hand 
thrust deep into the slicker pocket, he began to stroll clockwise 
around the square. Five minutes of such casual dawdling would take 
him past the doorway from which the man was watching the 
tenements. 

There was no carabinieri in sight, though one, or a pair in this 
neighbourhood, could appear out of the fog at any moment. He would 
have to chance that. Casually, the picture of a man with the morning 
on his hands, Nick worked his way around the square. He paused at 
the tobacconist to buy another pack of cigarettes. To the fat woman 
behind the counter he spoke briefly of the weather. There was indeed 
a bora coming, agreed the woman. Terrible. And this nebbia, the fog, 
was it not also terrible? The woman shrugged in resignation. It came 
every year, the bora. Last year there had been flooding in this very 
square—water a foot high in the streets. What could one do? Another 
shrug. 

Nick wandered on. From a corner of his eye he caught a flash of 
the black windbreaker. A patient man, that one. Nick’s smile was 
gelid. He would not have to be patient much longer now. 

He passed the newspaper shop and glanced at the displayed 


papers. Last night’s L’Unita, a Rome paper, carried screaming black 
headlines: REDS HINT LOST BOMB NEAR OUR COAST. 

Nick had nothing less than a cento lire note. He bought a paper 
and waited for change because he did not want to call attention to 
himself. He stealthily brought the Luger from his pocket to nestle in 
the folded paper. The quarry was just four doors down the street now. 

Nick shook a cigarette out of his old pack and put it in his mouth 
but did not light it. It was an old trick but a good one. No reason why 
it shouldn’t work again. 

He halted before the entry from which the man watched. He was 
conscious of the man’s eyes on him. Nick slapped at his pockets, 
fumbled, cursed wryly. He swung around and pretended to see the 
man for the first time. Fog like grey lace floated limply in the space 
between them. Nick took a step forward. 

“Fiammifero?” He indicated his unlit cigarette. 

“Si.” The man reached into his pocket and came out with a flat 
black automatic. Nick saw the silencer on it just before he felt the pain 
in his side and heard the pop. 

Nick twisted to one side and fired four times through the 
newspaper. Four champagne corks, pop-pop-pop-pop— 

The man in the windbreaker fired again as he slumped to the floor 
of the entry. Nick felt nothing. But a wild slug was going to hit 
something, or somebody, and that could mean a lot of trouble. He 
turned, and without looking at the man again, walked rapidly away 
into the fog. His side was numb but he could feel the slow, hot trickle 
of blood down his left leg. That was one bastard, he thought savagely, 
who wasn’t taking any chanoes. If he had ever had any illusions that 
Manfrinto and his men weren’t playing for keeps— but then he never 
had. 

As he walked swiftly around the square he waited for the hue and 
cry to begin. Nothing happened. He could not recall even hearing a 
ricochet. Perhaps the bullet had buried itself harmlessly and 
unnoticed. His luck was holding—and from now on he was going to 
need all the luck he could get. 

The line of tenements was dank and dismal, swaying like drunken 
old men, held up only by the more modern buildings on either side. 
There were four main entrances. Nick chose the second one he came 
to and went into a dim hallway that smelled of urine. 

It was a good guess. A smeared card thumbtacked over a rusting 
mailbox told him that Emanuelita Alivso lived on the third floor. 
Presumably there would be another such card on her door. Nick began 
to climb the worn stone staircase, grooved slick by millions of feet 
over the years. He had to step over a burst sack of garbage out of 
which roaches scuttled. 


There was another card, even more blotched and discoloured than 
the first on the last door down the corridor towards the back, next to a 
bathroom. Nick caught a glimpse of a rusty tub and a cardboard sign 
that said to bring your own toilet paper. He winced as a stab of pain 
tormented his side. The Princess must be hating this. For a high class 
courtesan, as Hawk put it, she had come pretty low. This Emanuelita 
must be about a Z grade whore ! 

He rapped lightly on the door. Inside a radio was playing softly. 
For the space of a heartbeat there was no sound, then he heard 
someone move and the radio click off. Silence. He could imagine her 
listening, her scarlet mouth open, her heart pounding like a trip 
hammer. 

He rapped again. Urgently this time. 

Soft footsteps approached the door and he heard a bolt shoot back. 
The door swung open an inch or so and she was staring out at him, 
her dark eyes huge in the pale and lovely and unutterably weary face. 

Nick smiled at her. “Hi,” he said softly. “Hi, Princess. Remember 
me?” 

Her fear switched to surprise and shock. She clutched a worn 
magenta housecoat about her breasts and stared at him in disbelief. 
“Mr—Mr. Corning! Robert! But I don’t understand this—how did you 
find me? I mean this is incredible. I—I do not want to see you again! I 
told you that.” 

“T followed you,” said Nick Carter quite truthfully. “Please let me 
in.” 

She tried to slam the door in his face. He put a foot in the opening. 

She said, “You cannot come in. You must not! Go quickly, Mr. 
Corning, and forget everything that happened. Go now. You must go. 
If you don’t I—I will call the police. I don’t want to see or have 
anything to do with you !” 

Nick pulled back his slicker and jacket to show her the great 
spotch of blood on his shirt. “I need help,” he said. “So do you.” 

He leaned towards her. “Glasslace.” 

It was the recognition code for the mission. 

Horror slowly grew on her white face and the AXEman knew it 
was not entirely associated with the mission or with her present 
danger. 

“You,” she said. Her voice caught in a sob. “Oh my God—it’s you!” 


CHAPTER TEN 


LULL BEFORE THE STORM 


NICK CARTER lay on a frowzy bed in the apartment clad only in 
his shorts and watched the Princess narrowly. He wondered if she was 
going to be equal to the task ahead of them. She had all the look of a 
woman about to come apart at the seams. 

She paced the floor, wearing only the dirty magenta wrapper that 
belonged to Emanuelita, with a cigarette dangling from her red 
mouth. Now and then as she swung around, he caught a glimpse of 
her taut little breasts. At the moment the sight did not stir his senses. 
More important things than sex were crowding in on him now. 

The Princess paused in her pacing and looked at him. She brushed 
a cloud of dark hair back from the high pale forehead. “Your wound? 
How does it feel now?” 

Nick shrugged and reached for the bottle of cheap brandy on a 
chipped bedside table. He had had one drink and a second wouldn’t 
hurt him. The stuff was so bad that he winced as he swallowed. 

She came instantly to his side, solicitude in the dark eyes. “You are 
in pain, Nick?” He had disclosed his true identity. 

He grinned at her. “From the booze, yes!” He glanced down at his 
lean middle. She had washed the wound, put a handkerchief over it 
and pinned a towel around him. It would do for now. 

“Tt’s nothing,” he told her now. “Clean. The bullet went through 
fatty tissue and muscle. Ill know it’s there tomorrow, but now it’s 
okay. Anyway I’m used to minor wounds. I’ve adjusted, the doctors 
tell me. My body compensates.” 

She sat on the bed beside him. Her soft fingertips tracing the 
muscles on his flat belly. “Odd.” 

“What’s odd?” 

“That I did not notice all these scars last night on the train. I 
didn’t, you know.” 

Nick smiled. “You had your mind on other things, Princess.” 

She put her hand over his mouth. It smelled of soap and faintly of 
brandy and tobacco. “You must call me Morgan now. Not Princess. I— 
lately I have been wanting to forget that I am the Princess de 
Verizone. That I ever was.” 

“Okay. Morgan it is.” Nick pulled the skirt of the housecoat aside 
and gathered a handful of the firm flesh behind her left knee. She 
twisted on the bed, following the tug on her flesh and gave a little cry. 


“Oww—yourre hurting me !” 

“You’re lucky,” said Nick gently, “that Manfrinto didn’t see this or 
he would have hurt you a lot worse.” His fingers rested for a moment 
on the little AXE tattoo behind her knee. 

She pulled her leg away from him. “I covered it with pancake. I 
always do when it matters. Anyway that one was too busy with—with 
the rest of my body to notice anything.” 

She stretched out at the foot of the bed, her face buried in the quilt 
and turned away from him. Her shoulders moved and he thought he 
heard a sob. For just that moment she reminded him of a beautiful, 
errant child badly in need of forgiveness. Tenderness struggled in him, 
but he banished it instantly. Tenderness was a hazard in _ his 
profession, and especially now. 

Nevertheless when Nick spoke, his voice was gentle. “Morgan?” . 

“Yes?” Her reply muffled by the quilt and what were without 
question tears. 

“We’ve got to talk now. There isn’t much time and I’ve got to ask 
you a lot of questions—perhaps some you won’t want to answer. But 
you must. Understand? I’ve got to take this Manfrinto tonight, and I'll 
need every bit of help I can get. You see that?” 

She nodded into the quilt but kept on crying. Her slim shoulders 
were moving. “Why,” she said in a strangled tone, “oh, why did it 
have to be you, Nick? I—I liked you so much. Last night on the train 
was so marvellous. I wanted to keep it, remember it as something fine 
and clean. At least one decent memory. And now—now it turns out 
that you’re AXE and you know all about me and—and—ooohhhhhhh!” 
The tears became a torrent. 

Nick smacked her hard with his open hand on her firm buttocks. 
“Cut it out,” he said grimly. “Get hold of yourself, Morgan. This is no 
time for hysteria. You’ve got to go back to the Lido tonight and face 
Manfrinto again. You’ve got to help me. Your life, and mine, depend 
on you doing it right. Not to mention a few hundred thousand other 
people, the entire population of Venice.” 

She propped herself on her elbow and stared at him with tear- 
swollen eyes. There were brownish half moons beneath her eyes, and 
in that moment she was not at all beautiful. “What do you mean, 
Nick? What are you talking about?” 

Nick hesitated for only a moment, then decided to break security. 
Agents, at least some of them, worked and fought better if they knew 
what they were working and fighting for and Morgan de Verizone was 
going to have to stick her head into the lion’s mouth again tonight. 
She deserved to know why. 

“What did your control in Paris tell you?” 

She wiped at her swollen eyes with the back of a hand. “Only that 


I was to get in touch with Vanni Manfrinto, using my own contacts, 
and sleep with him. But Control said I would only have to do it once! 
Then another AXE agent, a man, would take over. I was promised—” 

“Forget what you were promised,” Nick told her. “In this business 
promises sometimes have to be broken. I couldn’t swing it last night. 
The bastard is too well guarded. We have to try again.” 

“T cannot,” she told him sharply. “I cannot. The man is a sexual 
monster, Nick. He—he never rests. And he—he is an abomination. The 
things he wants a woman to do!” 

It was the cold, implacable professional agent in Nick that spoke 
now : “You shouldn’t complain of that,” he told her icily. “It is your 
real profession, is it not? The way you make your living? You only 
work for AXE now and then. So why this sudden revulsion with youi 
chosen work?” 

For a long moment the huge dark eyes stared at him. He had the 
queasy feeling that he had just kicked a child. It was irritating beyond 
measure, and he came near to losing his icy calm. 

“For God’s sake,” he rasped, “let’s get on with it. Forget the 
theatrics. You’re a prostitute and I’m a secret agent! I doubt that there 
is much to choose between us, morally speaking, but that is not the 
point now. We’ve got a job to do. You’re going back to the Lido 
tonight and do all you can to distract Manfrinto while I move in. And 
that’s an order!” 

Morgan de Verizone was calm now. Her face was a pallid, frozen 
mask, her red mouth a thin scarlet line. “And if I do not go?” 

Nick reached for the bad brandy again. “There are two dead men 
out there,” he said. He gestured towards a window. “Probably one has 
been found by now, both will be soon. You give me any trouble, 
Morgan, and I'll leave this place and make for the nearest phone. I'll 
report you to the police as the killer of those two men. I’ll tell them of 
your real identity and where you can be found. Both this address and 
the Pensione Verdi. You'll rot in an Italian jail, Morgan, and you won’t 
like it. I promise you that!” 

She took a cigarette from a pack in the bedside table and lit it. He 
watched her fingers trembling. She went to stand before a window, 
peering out through a crevice in the cheap green shade. Without 
looking back at him she said, “You would do that, wouldn’t you ?” 

“T will if I must. Don’t make me do it, Morgan. Listen. P’ll tell you 
what this is really about.” He told her the entire story as far as he 
knew it. 

When he had finished, she still did not turn from the window for a 
moment. Then she stubbed out her cigarette and faced him. “It’s all so 
very melodramatic, isn’t it. And familiar. The whore gets a chance to 
redeem herself, to be unselfish, to do something good for the world.” 


Nick gave her a cold glance. “It is melodramatic. So is life a lot of 
times. In our profession especially.” He gestured towards his wound. 
“A little to the right and higher and I would be as dead as those other 
two. Just another dead AXEman. Corny, eh ?” 

Morgan came back to the bed again and knelt on it beside him. 
Lightly she kissed his cheek, then moved away from him. She was 
composed now. 

“Tl do it, Nick. But I don’t know how much help [ll be. I’m 
absolutely petrified.” She touched the towel on his belly with a finger. 
A faint tinge of red had seeped through the material. “I—I’ve never 
seen anything like this before, never been around the—the reality, you 
might say. The wound, the blood, and you talking of killing those men 
as though they were nothing. I suppose I’ve been in shock, or 
something like that.” 

“T had to kill those men,” he said. “I had to contact you and I 
couldn’t let them see me do it. Anyway I want to puzzle and confuse 
Manfrinto as much as possible which I hope he will be when neither 
off them report back.” 

“And I would be safe,” she murmured. “They’ve lost me. I could 
run for it. Get away.” 

“Not very far,” said Nick grimly. “There is still me.” But he was not 
so concerned now. He had her back in line—now to urgent business. 
He glanced at his AXE watch. It was not yet noon. Outside the wind 
was gusting and once more rain was beating at the dirty window. He 
had to get back out to the Lido this afternoon, while there was still a 
semblance of daylight. Tonight was going to be it and he had to 
familiarise himself with the exterior setup, the ambiance, of the 
casino. He wouldn’t get another chance. 

Nick began his keen professional probing while Morgan lolled at 
the foot of the bed, smoking, the housecoat gathered close at her 
throat. There was a harshness, a flintiness, in her that he had not seen 
before. Nick wondered briefly if he was seeing the real woman for the 
first time. A woman who had renounced all hope. 

He began by asking her how she had first gotten in touch with 
Manfrinto. 

“Through Emanuelita,” she told him. “I have known her for years. 
Once she was rather pretty, very much in demand. Now her youth is 
gone and she procures—but still works when she can.” 

He thought of the fat legs waving on the kitchen table last night. 
Yes. Emanuelita still worked. No doubt she enjoyed her work. 

“Why didn’t she come in with you this morning? Did they force her 
to stay?” 

“No. She wanted to stay. There, well, there are a lot of men out 
there and Emanuelita is very greedy.” 


Nick stared around the dingy little apartment. “She must make a 
lot of money, then. Why does she live like this?” 

Blue smoke leaked from Morgan’s red mouth. “She has a splendid 
place in the Dolomites where she goes to rest sometimes. This”—she 
indicated the apartment —”this is only one of her places. She has 
several like it in Venice for hiding from the police at times when she is 
working the streets.” 

Nick’s interest was piqued for a moment. “She must hate men a lot, 
your friend.” 

She gave him an odd look. “You have insight, Nick. Yes, 
Emanuelita hates men. But she is not a friend— only a business 
acquaintance. We find each other useful from time to time. That is 
all.” 

“T see. Tell me about it— the details of how she helped you to 
contact Manfrinto.” He was remembering his suggestion to Hawk that 
the Princess might be a double agent. He doubted that now, but if he 
caught her in a lie— 

“Tt was all in a business way,” she said calmly. “Manfrinto’s tastes 
are pretty well known and he is a Venetian, as I am. I was born here 
too, you know.” 

Nick had not known. Hawk had either not mentioned it, or had not 
known. It was probably of no consequence. 

“It seems,” she continued, “that Manfrinto had heard of me. A lot 
of men have, of course. And he was not happy with the girls that 
Emanuelita had been getting for him.” 

“He’d run through all the available stock in Venice, you might 
say?” Nick’s grin was bleak. 

She nodded. “You might. Then my name came up and Emanuelita 
sent me a telegram. She offered me an enormous sum to come here. 
Manfrinto to pay, of course.” 

“The Yugoslav taxpayers to pay,” murmured Nick. “How much did 
he offer?” 

“One thousand dollars. United States dollars.” 

“He paid you?” 

“Yes. I have it in my purse now.” 

“Show me.” 

Morgan de Verizone lift the bed and went to a bureau. She came 
back and tossed the purse at him. Nick flicked through the little 
packet of crisp hundreds. So far she seemed to be telling the exact 
truth. 

He handed the purse back to her. “At least he pays off. Now, about 
tonight. Is he expecting you? Did he invite you, or insist that you 
come back again?” 

She shook her head. “No. I mean he didn’t insist. When he was, er, 


when he was finished with me, he turned very strange. Cold. He said I 
could stay until daylight, then I could leave any time I wanted to. And 
I could come again tonight if I wanted to. But he did not insist.” 

The AXEman thought he could understand that. From his dossier, 
and from what Nick had seen so far, Vanni Manfrinto was a monstrous 
sexual freak. The man had a gigantic Don Juan complex and was, 
literally, in love with the entire genus Female. It would be impossible 
for him ever to love a woman. He was too much in love with 
WOMEN! A man like that seldom wanted the same woman more than 
once. Yet he had told Morgan she could return if she liked—and had 
let her go to be followed. Nick smiled. He wasn’t going to get much 
return on that particular investment. 

Abruptly he changed the subject. “Did you know you were being 
followed on the train? That you were being watched?” He told her 
about Tweedledum and Tweedledee. 

No, she had not known. 

“T don’t see how there was time for them to get on to me,” she 
said. “It was all very coincidental. I was given my orders from Control 
and went to my Paris apartment to plan the thing—then there was the 
telegram from Emanuelita. I was upset at first. Frightened. I distrust 
coincidences.” 

Nick agreed that he also distrusted coincidences though they did 
happen from time to time. 

“Someone in Belgrade is watching Manfrinto,” he told her. “They 
apparently know his weakness and check on his wh—on his women as 
much as possible.” 

Her dark eyes met his levelly. “Don’t try to spare my feelings, Nick. 
Say whore if that is what you mean.” 

Nick’s smile was faint. “I find that in your case I prefer another 
word—courtesan. It seems to fit you better.” 

She made no answer, and sat watching him with her chin cupped 
in her hands. She had brushed and combed her hair and her face was 
pale without makeup. He realised that she was one of those women 
who have a certain air of innocence about them that is never 
completely lost no matter what they are. 

He told her about his adventures of the night before. “I was outside 
the room where you and Manfrinto—” 

She nodded. “They knew someone was around. There was another 
man in the room with us all the time. A man called Milos. He sat in a 
corner with a machine gun across his knees and watched. They are 
animals, all of them. They do not know the word privacy.” 

“Was there a radio set in the room also? A receiver or transmitter 
or both?” 

She nodded again. “Both. Milos would talk on it every now and 


then. They spoke Croatian in front of me, but I understand a little. Of 
course I did not let them know that. I—I did not really want to hear 
anything, you see. I had already done my job. I was only waiting for 
you, for someone, to come and get me out of there. And nobody ever 
came.” 

“T explained that,” Nick said shortly. “If I’d tried it last night I 
would have gotten us all killed. And I have to take Manfrinto alive. 
But forget that—what did they talk about, in Croat, that might be 
important?” 

She considered for a moment before answering. Then : “They 
talked about radar, about a third blip on the radar that shouldn’t be 
there. I didn’t understand at all.” 

“That was me,” said the AXEman with a grin that reminded the 
woman of a hungry wolf with a fine set of teeth. “I wasn’t prepared 
for that radar truck.” He explained how he had run away, then 
crawled back under the scanner. 

Morgan shook her head. “They found someone, though. That Milos 
laughed and told Manfrinto that someone had been taken care of.” 

Nick mourned briefly and superficially for the unknown innocent 
bystander. No doubt he had been buried in the sand or tossed into the 
Adriatic. Ironic and a bit pitiful that the dead man had, in his way, 
been of service to humanity and would never know it. 

“Tt really doesn’t matter,” he told her now. “They know I was 
there. I left a dead man in the window seat and tracks all over the 
attic. I left a rope dangling out a window and I let the air out of the 
truck tyres. They must have known all that before they let you go this 
morning.” 

Her red mouth crooked in a wry smile. “Is that why you do not 
entirely trust me yet? You think I am a double working for Manfrinto 
also?” 

He took a drink of the bad brandy, watching her over the bottle. 
“Tt wouldn’t be the first time, Morgan.” 

She nodded, “I know. Nor the last. But you will just have to trust 
me, Nick. I tell you I am not a double—that is all I can do. I have had 
some experience in these matters, as you know, and I think that 
Manfrinto was not really suspicious of me. Nor of Emanuelita. It it just 
a feeling I have—that he and this Milos accepted us for just what we 
were supposed to be—Women hired for the night. And at the same 
time I got the feeling that they were expecting some sort of trouble ! 
Expecting something—or someone. Something that had nothing to do 
with me. They were very cool about it all as though they had 
everything in perfect control.” 

“T got the same impression,” Nick agreed. “I didn’t like it last night 
and I don’t like it now, but there is nothing I can do about it. 


Manfrinto may be a psycho as well as a deviate and maybe his 
egomania is getting the upper hand. Belgrade could be worried about 
that, too; another reason for the men on the train. But somehow that 
doesn’t quite satisfy me—Manfrinto is too good an agent to slip up on 
little things unless he does it purposely. I get the feeling that he wants 
someone to find him, maybe a certain someone, and then have it out 
with all the odds in his favour.” 

Why did the image of Hawk spring into his mind at that moment? 
Hawk, cold-eyed, chewing a dead cigar, and saying that he wanted 
Manfrinto dead as soon as possible ? 

He brushed away the thought and went back to questioning 
Morgan de Verizone. They talked for an hour and Nick began to set up 
the night’s deadly business in his mind. From what she had told him, 
he thought he had a good chance of bringing it off. A little better than 
a fifty-fifty chance, perhaps. He had never asked for more. 

At last she rebelled. Her throat was dry and she could talk no 
more, so he gave her a drink of the brandy, over which she chocked 
and gasped. She stretched out on the bed, close to him, nestling snugly 
in the embrace of one muscular arm. 

“Nick—” 

“Uhh?” He was half drowzing, resting, building his stamina against 
the night. He would have to leave soon if he was to make the Lido 
while it was still daylight. 

“T know I have to do this tonight. I have no choice, you’ve made 
that clear, but when I do it, will you do something for me? At least try 
to?” 

“T can’t make bargains,” Nick said sleepily. “Not authorised to. But 
I'll listen—what do you want?” 

“T want to go to the States, to live there. Change my life, become a 
citizen maybe. Anyway, I want to go. Do you think you can fix it for 
me?” 

Nick opened one eye. “I don’t know, Morgan. It’s been done, of 
course. There are ways. But in your case it might be a little tough.” 

“You mean because of—of what I am?” 

No way but to be brutal. “Yes. There’s a law about moral turpitude 
or something. I’m not too familiar with it.” 

She pressed her mouth against his shoulder. “Would they have to 
know?” 

“T suppose not. I guess that could be fixed easily enough.” 

It could, too. AXE was in the business of providing false identities, 
God knew! No problem there if you wanted to cheat a little. 

“Tt’s my boss,” he told her gently. “I don’t think he would go along 
with it. Nothing personal, you understand, but you’re a good agent 
and he wants you in Europe where he thinks you belong.” 


He did not tell her the irony involved. That Hawk had been and 
still was prepared to sacrifice her on this mission. But if she lived, he 
would not want her quitting to live in the States. The Princess de 
Verizone would be of no use to Hawk there. 

She put her head on his great chest and lay there quietly. Her 
fragrant hair teasing his nostrils. “I must get out of this life,” she told 
him. “I must, Nick. I—I’m getting so frightened now. I’m afraid of 
being killed, yes, but even more I’m afraid of—of ending up like 
Emanuelita! I couldn’t stand that. I won’t. I’ll kill myself before I’ll let 
that happen.” 

Her little breasts were warm and solid against his bare chest. Nick 
felt a surge of pity, the beginning of tenderness, but absolutely no 
desire. He tightened his arm about her. What to say? He did not want 
to lie, yet he wanted to give her whatever comfort he could. 

“Tll try,” he said at last. “I can’t promise anything but I'll try. 
There might be a way if we get through this thing tonight. Now let’s 
get a couple of hours sleep. It’s going to be a rough night.” 

Morgan moved closer to him, deeper into his arms. “When I was a 
little girl,” she whispered, “I used to pretend a lot. I’m going to 
pretend now—pretend that you love me and that you will protect you. 
You don’t mind?” 

“T don’t mind.” He was too astounded to mind. Women! The 
Colonel’s lady and Mary O’Grady were indeed sisters under the skin. 

“Hold me, Nick,” she whispered. “Hold me tenderly.” 

He awoke a little after three, as he had bid his brain do. Morgan 
was gone. There was a note from her on the table. 

Have gone to the Verdi for clothes. Will get the things you asked 
for and meet you at the San Marco landing at four. I love you. 
Morgan. 

Nick Carter shook his head as though in disbelief of the world and 
its complications. He lit a cigarette and sat on the bed cleaning and 
reloading the Luger. He got back into his clothes which, though dry 
now, looked as though he had inherited them from a tramp. No 
matter. If he brought this off tonight there would be plenty of time to 
change. If not, they might as well bury him in these. 

He inspected the stiletto. Hugo looked as evil as ever, his nasty 
little blade thirsting for blood. Nick slid it back in the arm sheath. 
Hugo would no doubt slake his thirst before the night was over. 

He paid special attention to Pierre the gas pellet. He was going up 
against long odds tonight and chances were that he would need Pierre. 
Usually he carried the gas pellet in a little metal container slung 
between his legs, like a third testicle, but now he slipped it into his 
trouser pocket. 

He donned the torn slicker and went to the window. Rain was 


slanting down on the square and for a moment he was confused. He 
was in the rear of the tenement, so how could he see the square? Then 
he realised that the back of the building must open on another campo, 
or square. That was all to the good. He wouldn’t have to leave by the 
front entrance. 

He checked the pockets of his jacket and slicker. The night glasses, 
the human skin gloves, his picklock, the pen light and another half a 
dozen assorted objects. He was ready. 

Nick went down the fetid back stairway and out into a concrete 
court full of garbage cans and ash bins. A gate led from the court into 
the square. 

Wind howled and tugged at him as he made his way across the 
square. Lights glowed in the windows of a few shops, otherwise it was 
deserted. The bora had arrived in full fury at last and sensible folk 
were keeping to their homes. Nick’s grin was hard. He didn’t have 
much sense or he wouldn’t be an AXE agent! How often he had 
thought that, and how often had he determined to quit—and yet here 
he was. 

He lowered his head against the wind and stinging rain and began 
to walk. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


ISLAND OF THE DEAD 


THE PRINCESS—he still thought of her so—met him at the San 
Marco landing at four sharp. She carried a large cardboard box which 
was almost too much for her to handle and she handed it to Nick with 
a sigh of relief. 

“Just what you ordered. It’s a man.” 

He grinned. “Good girl. A woman would have been okay, but a 
man is even better. They’ll be using first class binoculars. Now, where 
is the transportation?” 

“He’s waiting.” She took his arm and they went down the broad 
steps of the landing. Gondolas were pitching and tossing at their pali. 
Many of them would be swamped before morning. 

At the far end of the deserted landing a small launch was waiting. 
Nick asked if it were the same boat she and Emanuelita had used last 
night. 

“Yes. The boatman’s name is Peppo. He can be trusted—to a point. 
This is going to cost a lot, Nick. He didn’t want to take the job. He’s 
afraid of losing his boat in the storm.” 

Nick patted his hip pocket. “Uncle Sam is paying,” he told her 
cheerfully. “The important thing is to get going—there’s only an hour 
of daylight left. I want them to see me, but not too clearly. This 
weather is perfect if we get there in time.” 

Peppo was a sullen, shifty, rat-chinned individual. He barely 
nodded at their introduction, then looked away. “Fretta,” he said. 
“This storm gets worse by the minute !” He began to cast off the stern 
mooring line. 

Nick looked into Morgan de Verizone’s eyes. She was very pale. 

“You'll be there,” Nick said. It was an order. 

“As soon as it’s dark. You have a way?” 

She nodded, huddling in her trenchcoat as though suddenly very 
cold. “Yes. I know someone who will take me. I—I—” 

She stepped close to him and clung for a moment. “I’m so 
frightened. Nick. I’ve suddenly discovered that I’m a terrible coward, 
and I don’t want to die !” 

“You'll be all right,” he said. “I'll take care of you. Just do your 
job. Flatter Manfrinto, lie to him, swarm all over him. Demand that he 
pay attention to you, make love to you ! Do any damned thing you 
can think of to distract him, no matter how silly it seems. He’s a 


psycho, a sexual nut, and chances are he'll respond no matter what 
the danger. Okay, then. I’ll be seeing you.” 

“Arrivederla, Nick.” 

“Not goodbye,” he told her. “Ciao, Morgan.” 

She turned and walked away from him, up the landing steps, her 
hands deep in the pockets of the trenchcoat. In a moment she was lost 
in the mist and rain. 

Peppo touched Nick’s arm. “Fretta, Signore! There is little time.” 

When they were out in the lagoon, Nick told the man what they 
were going to do. Peppo crossed himself even as he protested. “You 
wish to go into the open sea, Signore? fn this bora? You are pazzo!” 

Nick grinned at him. “Of a certainty I am crazy. We will do it just 
the same. You will—for one million lire, no?” 

Peppo shrugged. “It will not pay for my boat.” 

“Then do not lose your boat. Now keep quiet and get on with it— 
you understand perfectly what I want you to do?” 

Peppo nodded sullenly. “We are to run down the laguna the whole 
length of the Lido, then we skirt the golf course and come into the 
open sea. There, for some crazy reason you want me to circle the little 
cemetery, the Isola de Morto, then I return by the way I came. Is that 
it?” 

They were halfway up the lagoon by now, heading for the Porto di 
Malamocco where they could cut through the long island into the 
Adriatic. So far the Lido was protecting the launch from the full brunt 
of the seas, though even in the lagoon the waves were breaking three 
and four feet high. 

“That is right,” Nick said. “You will circle the cemetery once, then 
you will head back. Your job is over then. Go home and enjoy your 
vino and count your money. And keep your mouth shut!” 

Peppo, with the first spark of animation he had shown, said, “If I 
get home at all, Signore, I will make a bambino tonight.” 

Nick began to open the large box the Princess had given him. “On 
the way home you will have company,” he said. “He will be taking my 
place, so treat him with respect. Until you are back in the lagoon and 
nearly home—then you throw him overboard and forget him.” 

Peppo’s already lax mouth opened even wider. “I do not 
understand at all, Signore. There is another gentlemen, then? He is in 
the box?” 

Nick chuckled. “In a manner of speaking. Observe.” 

From the box he took the dismantled parts of a department store 
mannequin. A male, as the Princess had said. Rapidly Nick began to fit 
the parts together— legs and arms snapped into the torso, and at last 
the head screwed on. He laid the figure in the bottom of the launch 
while Peppo stared from the mannequin to Nick. From the corner of 


his eye Nick saw the man start to put a finger to his temple in a 
whirling motion, then think better of it and cross himself again. Nick 
smiled tightly. It was a little crazy—but it just might work. 

He ducked down into the cockpit of the launch and lit a cigarette. 
He squatted by the mannequin while the launch bounced and screwed 
its way over the quartering waves. Peppo, whatever his appearance 
and manner, was apparently a first class sailor. They would need all 
his skill when they hit the open sea. 

The Princess had told Nick about the deserted cemetery that stood 
on an island about a quarter mile off the Lido, directly opposite the 
casino. Nick had dredged up the information while questioning her in 
depth that afternoon. She had remembered going to a funeral as a 
child on this particular isola de morto— there were many of them— 
and Nick had spotted the possibilities immediately. The isle of death 
was full up, no longer used, and there would be nothing there but old 
tombs and bones. It would make an excellent observation point and, 
later, serve as the point of departure for his raid on the casino. He 
would have no difficulty swimming the quarter of a mile to shore, 
even in a gale. The trick was to get on the cemetery island without 
being seen from the casino. 

From his position at the wheel Peppo broke into his thoughts. The 
man said : “Since you are obviously crazy anyway, Signore, it will 
make no difference, but I think I had better tell you that the island is 
haunted. There are ghosts there. Spettri!” 

“That does not worry me, Peppo. I get along very well with 
ghosts.” 

The man shook his head. “I do not joke. Many times lately lights 
have been seen on this island. I have overheard other boatmen talking 
about it.” 

Nick cursed beneath his breath. Of course. Manfrinto had probably 
been using the cemetery also. But why? How? 

They were rounding into the narrow channel that skirted the 
Alberoni golf course and led to the Adriatic when the launch felt the 
full force of the gale and pitched precariously. Peppo swore, crossed 
himself and applied all his muscle to the buckling wheel. There was 
no more time for talk. 

They were through the channel now and out on the open water. 
The bora struck the launch with a giant fist and the little craft jammed 
her nose into the tall foam-crested waves and ploughed ahead 
valiantly. Nick heard Peppo praying out loud. 

A wave smashed and soaked Nick to the skin. No matter, he would 
be swimming soon anyway. He clung to a stanchion while the wind 
tore and shrieked about him and adjusted the night glasses. He must 
be seen by the watchers from the casino ! 


Nick had to scream at Peppo to make himself heard. “Run between 
the island and that building on the beach just aheadr We must be seen 
from that house, you understand?” 

Peppo was fighting the buckling wheel. He nodded. He was sodden 
and looking more rat-like than ever. 

Nick clung to the stanchion for dear life and got his glasses focused 
on the casino standing forlorn and alone on its strip of beach. The 
place was well shuttered, and there were the blackout boards within, 
but he felt the launch was being watched. Visibility was fading fast, 
but he could see the place well enough through the glasses. So could 
they see the launch and its two occupants. Two occupants. That was 
the key to this little gamble. Two men had come in the launch and 
two men must go away in it. The fact that he was being spied on 
might alarm Manfrinto, or it might not, but as long as he thought the 
spies had left he would not panic. He would get on with his nasty 
work—Or so Nick was hoping. He had an idea that the man was very 
near the end of his job. 

By now the watchers had had a good look at the launch. They were 
directly opposite the casino now. Nick could read faded black lettering 
on the plaster front of the building. 

Casino Garibaldi—Roulette—Chemin de fer—Craps —Black Jack— 
Night Club—Feste di gala—. 

Nick cupped his hands and screamed at Peppo. “Make your turn 
now and run outside the isola de morto! Slow down as much as you 
can. I’m going to need a couple of minutes with the island between me 
and the casino. Can you do it?” 

Peppo nodded as he fought a wheel gone crazy. The launch did not 
want to come about. The wind had her by the bow and was shoving 
her back. Nick found himself holding his breath; if they fell into a 
trough and lost way, the first big wave would capsize them. 

Finally, reluctant and shuddering in every timber, she came about 
and headed into the waves. She tried to dive under the first wave, a 
mountain of green that crashed down the narrow deck from fore to aft 
and buried them under tons of icy water. Nick left his stanchion and 
grabbed frantically for the mannequin before it was washed 
overboard. Then they were clear and running for the island of the 
dead. 

“Tll need a line, a rope,” Nick yelled. “Where?” 

Peppo turned his head to scream back. “The locker! Right beside 
you.” 

They were behind the island now, not sheltered from the gale, but 
from the eyes in the casino. The isola de morto was a black hump of 
rock and mud, less than two acres in size, thrusting out of the sea. 
Nick caught a glimpse of scores of greyish tombs and vaults as he 


worked frantically to empty the pockets of his slicker, putting 
everything in his jacket pockets. He put the slicker on the mannequin 
and belted it, took off his hat and jammed it on the mannequin’s head. 
Then he carried the mannequin across the deck and tied it to the 
stanchion he had used before, raising one of the plastic hands to grip 
the upright as though for support. 

It was nearly dark now. It should fool them. Two men had come by 
—two men had gone away. 

They were fast running out of the shelter of the island now and 
Nick had about thirty seconds left. Nick waved to Peppo and shouted, 
“Remember your orders. And you’ve never seen me. Arrivederla ” He 
went over the side in a long, flat dive. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


THE YAWNING GRAVES 


NICK LAY in a washed out grave, skull and scattered bones half 
buried in the muck nearby. Nick had made a thorough exploration of 
the island, crawling like a snake on his belly in the mire, and now he 
was on the leeward side, facing the casino. He looked like something 
from the Pit, a demon that the Lord of Hell might assign to the worst 
of sinners. 

Nick Carter had been on the isola de morto for more than an hour. 
The storm was increasing in ferocity by the minute. Now and again 
lightning forked through the pall of black, wind-driven clouds. The 
rain was a steady barrage of stinging, wind-lashed grey pellets. It was, 
Nick thought, a landscape by El Greco derived from a nightmare by 
Bosch. 

The dead were beginning to come back, some of them. 

Nick had discarded his tie on hitting the water. His shoes also. He 
had had to retain his jacket because of the valuables in the pockets. 
When he came to shore he dared not rise—they were not stupid men 
in the casino—but had to slither out of the water into the mud like 
some prehistoric beast. He was immediately coated from head to foot 
with a thick rind of black greasy mud. 

Now, the mud clinging to him like glue, he focused the night 
glasses on the casino. All he could see was the squarish building in the 
wild night. Not a crack of light was showing. You had to hand it to 
Manfrinto, he acknowledged, the man did not overlook details. 

He was about to put the glasses away for the moment when he saw 
two dots of light coming down the beach from the east. Yellow cat’s 
eyes in the murk. The radar truck with its blackout lights. 

Nick followed it with his glasses. It stopped before what must be 
the front entrance to the casino—he could not see the door—and two 
men leaped from the front of the truck. They hurried around to the 
back and opened a door. At the same moment the casino door opened 
and a bright shaft of light flooded the scene. 

The two men were tugging and hauling something out of the truck. 
Nick’s glasses revealed that it was a man—or a woman?—heavily 
swathed in bandages. Someone very badly hurt, sick, or perhaps dead. 
There was no more time to look as the bandaged form was hustled 
into the casino and the door was closed. Once again blackness 
entombed the casino. 


Nick huddled in his grave and risked a look at his watch with the 
pen light. An eyeless skull at his elbow stared with him, as though it 
were also curious. Nick patted the bald bone head. “Too late for you, 
old fellow.” It was a little after six. 

The Princess probably wouldn’t arrive at the casino much before 
eight. She had told him it would take that long for her to make her 
arrangements. The caked mud on Nick’s face moved reluctantly as he 
grinned. She wouldn’t be using Peppo tonight. Peppo had had his 
scare for the day—he was probably home by now carrying out his 
threat to make a bambino. Nick shrugged his big shoulders. Of such 
tenuous motivation are we born! 

There was nothing to do now but wait. He might as well do it in as 
much comfort as possible. He crawled back across the island, slipping 
and sliding in the gruesome slime, and came to a big tomb on the 
seaward side. It was the largest tomb on the island, built to harbour 
the remains of the Cenciso family, whoever they were. It was in a bad 
state of disrepair and obviously had not been used for years. Coffins, a 
score or more, were in niches cut into the side of the tomb. 

The door of the tomb was massive, of rust-eaten iron, the hinges 
long ago corroded into immobility. There was barely room for him to 
squeeze through, but if he could make it the others could, and had, 
without difficulty. The others being Manfrinto and his men. 

The old tomb was a veritable Ali Baba’s cave of modern treasure. 
Nick flicked on his flash again and made another fast survey. There 
was a small, compact generator in one corner, several bulbs had been 
strung from the dripping ceiling. Hence the spettri, the ghost lights, 
which Peppo had spoken of. Nick left them strictly alone. 

Heaped in the middle of the tomb was an enormous pile of diving 
equipment. In another corner were boxes and crates of what appeared 
to be delicate electronic machinery and parts marked with the red 
hammer and sickle, as was the diving equipment. Hawk had been 
right about that, too. The Ivans were furnishing the equipment and 
the know-how. No doubt the technicians would be Russian also. 

As he stood gazing around the ice cold tomb, Nick appreciated the 
care and planning which had gone into the operation. Most of this 
material would be spare parts so they wouldn’t have to run over to 
Yugoslavia every time something went wrong. Some of it was 
beginning to rust slightly, indicating it had been here for a good 
while. 

He went to one of the mouldering coffins and pulled up the lid. 
Sharing the space with a grinning skull and bones was a pile of 
Russian-made tommy guns and plenty of ammo. These people were 
prepared to stand off a small army if necessary. 

He opened another coffin and found it contained hand grenades in 


an open box. Nick help himself to a couple and put them in his jacket 
pockets. He went outside again, got on his belly in the mud, and 
began to slide down an incline towards a small dock on the wind- 
tormented sea. 

He lay half in, half out of a grave and considered the narrow stone 
jetty. It had probably been kept in repair when the cemetery was in 
use and lately, very lately, had been somewhat restored. He knew by 
whom. 

Nick had inspected the jetty immediately on coming ashore. They 
had done a good job and they had done it speedily and efficiently, 
working by night and showing very little light. New piles had been 
put down and new fenders strung from them. Nick had inspected the 
tyres used as fenders and found them of Russian make and not very 
old. 

But the prime achievement of Manfrinto’s crew had been the 
scooping out of a little cove behind the jetty. They had used sand bags 
and corrugated iron to seal the front of the jetty, making a miniature 
breakwater. Behind it they had hollowed a space out of the island just 
large enough for a sea-going tug. Even in weather such as this, even in 
the bora, their craft would ride safe. 

Nick settled down to wait. He was muddy and cold and slimy and 
longing for a drink of practically anything, but it was no use going 
into the web before the spider was there. He lay quietly and stared out 
to sea. One of the more important bits that the Princess had picked up 
last night—the man Milos had spoken carelessly in Croatian—was that 
Manfrinto and most of his crew came and went every night. Always 
under cover of darkness. They left the Yugoslavian coast, came across 
the narrow Adriatic, did their work, then went back to Yugoslavia to 
spend the day. The tug was probably rigged out as an innocent fishing 
boat. 

He waited an hour in the shrilling wind and driving rain. The 
grave was full of water and he was about to crawl out to seek shelter 
behind a gravestone when he saw the running lights of the tug peer 
out of the mist to seaward. Manfrinto and friends arriving to join the 
skeleton crew left in the casino. That, Nick thought as he watched the 
tug draw near, would be why the men in the casino had kept 
Emanuelita and had no doubt wanted to keep the Princess. It would 
be a long and boring day penned up in the casino. They would be 
under strict orders not to venture out in daylight. 

His lips quirked. Emaneulita must be a tired woman by now. 

Nick slid down in his watery grave until only his head was 
showing. He had a rubber cork in the muzzle of the Luger and it had 
been waterproofed with a special grease. Water would not hurt Hugo 
or Pierre. He waited. 


The tug came around the makeshift breakwater and into the snug 
cove behind it with the ease of long practice. Nick heard the engine 
being rung dead. He watched bulky figures swarming on to the jetty 
and making the tug fast, figures which were speaking Russian and 
Croat. Nick moved silently in the water and adjusted his glasses. The 
men who spoke Croat were the ones doing the work, the Russian 
speakers were grouped together, a knot of men huddled on the after 
deck of the tug. Nick smiled to himself. Those would be the 
technicians, the scientists perhaps, who were going to arm the lost 
bomb when the time was ripe. They were not going to sully their 
hands with manual labour, no matter how much such labour was 
dignified by the Politburo. 

A narrow gangway was swung from the tug into the oozy mud and 
half a dozen of the Russian speakers came down it, each carrying a 
small bag—like an airline travelling kit—and sloshed past Nick. He 
submerged to his eyes and watched them. And listened. Grumbling is 
grumbling in any language. 

“Soomahshetshee,” said one of the men. “He is crazy. Ch’toh sloo 
cheelos? Why does everything have to be finished tonight?” 

Nick could visualise the shrug as another man answered. “Who 
knows? He is nervous since yesterday. But what matter—we are 
nearly ready. So stop complaining and get ready for your walk on the 
bottom of the sea—at least it will not be storming down there.” The 
men vanished into the tomb. A moment later Nick heard the hum of a 
generator and yellowish light leaked from the iron door. The night’s 
work was getting under way. 

His too, if Manfrinto ever made his appearance. He studied the tug 
again, his mind racing with the implications of what he had heard. 
The bomb was close to the Venetian shore. The divers walked to it. 
They did not use the tug, but carried their own supply of air in tanks 
—he had seen the spares in the tomb—and the bomb must be marked 
by some sort of underwater buoy with a light attached. Also they 
would use compasses and they had bearings to steer by. 

Manfrinto intended to finish the job tonight! That meant they were 
not bluffing—that bomb would be armed tonight and ready to explode 
at any moment by remote control. Nick’s smile was cold. 

He heard Vanni Manfrinto’s voice. Or rather he heard the same 
high giggle he had heard in the bedroom last night. The bastard was 
amused about something. 

Manfrinto and three men carrying a small dinghy came past the 
grave where Nick lay hidden. That would be the way Manfrinto got 
into shore and the casino. Nick was going to have to swim. 

He watched as the men paused for a moment before the door of 
the tomb and for an instant he caught the silhouette of Manfrinto. He 


recognised the man he had seen on the screen back in Washington : 
the head too big for the lank, slat-like body, the bush of damp curls 
springing from a long narrow head, the flat chest and sloping 
shoulders, the cruel parrot nose. 

Manfrinto said something to the men in the tomb, then he and the 
men carrying the dinghy moved on. Nick shot a glance at the tug. 
There would be a watch on duty, of course, but they appeared to have 
settled down for the night. A faint glimmer of light came from a 
forward porthole. No immediate danger there. 

The bora reached its peak and settled down to a steady, seething 
roar. It would not get any worse, nor any better, for a couple of days. 
Waves were breaking far up on the island, resurrecting old bones as it 
washed away centuries of soil. Nick crept stealthily out of his watery 
coffin and crawled towards the door of the tomb. 

He had a problem. Though the storm would muffle noise, a lot of 
it, fire or flame was another matter. It could be seen from the casino 
on the beach and Manfrinto would be warned. He had intended 
simply dropping a grenade in the fuel tank of the tug, but that was 
out. He didn’t have time enough to wait until Manfrinto was safely in 
the casino and out of sight. No— explosion was out, with the tug 
anyway. There was sure to be radio communication between the tug 
and the casino and, doubtless, the tomb, and perhaps even with the 
divers as they worked under the Adriatic. 

He was nearly to the iron door of the tomb and decided he was just 
going to have to risk it—you couldn’t make an omelet without 
breaking eggs. Manfrinto should by now be on his way ashore in the 
dinghy. Not impossible for a resolute man if he used the tiny lee 
provided by the island. Precisely what Manfrinto was doing. But the 
three men who had been with him? Worry about them later. 

The door of the tomb faced away from the casino. A break. Nick 
eased one of the grenades out of his pocket as he approached the 
door. His hand touched the rusty iron. He could hear them talking 
inside and see the black elongated shadows as they tugged on the 
heavy diving suits. He guessed that among them must be at least one 
top man, a really wizard scientist selected for the actual arming of the 
bomb. Losing him was going to hurt the Reds. 

Nick pulled himself to his feet, clinging to the door. He pulled the 
grenade pin with his teeth and held it, counting. He must hold it until 
the last possible moment. He didn’t want it coming back at him. 

Five—six—seven—eight—he tossed the grenade into the tomb. 

The explosion was flat and dull, smothered by the thick walls of 
the tomb and the wind. He quickly threw his remaining grenade. The 
other men might be coming back any second. 

Nick counted another ten, then ducked into the tomb. They were 


all dead, lying around in various stages of dress and undress. One of 
them was completely encased in his diving suit except for the helmet. 
A grenade fragment had torn half his face away. 

Nick turned and went out again into the storm, just in time to hear 
the three men returning. He ducked behind the iron door of the tomb 
and waited, the Luger ready, aware that there was no longer any light 
from inside the tomb. They were sure to notice. 

The three men came opposite the door and one of them spoke 
sharply in Croat. Another started towards the door of the tomb, 
cupping his hands and shouting into the wind in Russian. “Gregor? Is 
anything wrong?” 

Nick Carter stepped out from behind the iron door and shot them. 
He shot each man once in sequence, then came back in reverse 
sequence and put another slug into each before he hit the ground. One 
of the men still lived, staring up at Nick, his mouth moving 
soundlessly. Nick put a bullet in his head. 

He dragged them to an open grave, one by one, and tossed them 
in. Perhaps the storm would wash them out to sea or, if in a kindly 
mood, cover them up. 

Nick went softly down the incline to the tug. A single streak of 
light still glowed from the forward port. The watch was in there, 
perhaps drinking a little, eating, playing cards, warm and snug against 
the storm, their work over for the time being. Their lives over, too, 
though they did not yet suspect it. 

Nick boarded the tug like a phantom. He wore no shoes to squish a 
warning and he did not mind that by now his big body had nearly 
turned to ice. He was so inured to hardship by training and 
conditioning that it did not matter. Only the job mattered now. 

He went down a companionway as silently as death, whose envoy 
he was. He had reloaded the Luger, but now, in the faint light cast by 
a half open door at the far end of a corridor, he saw a tommy gun 
hanging from a wall bracket. He took it down and checked it by feel, 
slipping off the safety. 

Nick slipped down the corridor in his wet stockinged feet, as silent 
as a cat after a bird. He could hear them speaking Croat in the tiny 
cabin, hear the slap of cards, the tinkle of a glass and bottle, the faint 
ring of money changing hands. Great gamblers, the Slavs. This would 
be the tug’s crew who did the donkey work. Too bad that they must 
die too, but his plan dictated it. It had to be a gradual elimination of 
all of Manfrinto’s men, of all possible aid and comfort, until at last he 
had the spy master to himself. Then they would see. 

Nick, cradling the machine gun over his left forearm, peered into 
the little cabin. There were five of them. He started from the left and, 
holding down all revulsion, all pity, he let the machine gun chatter. 


He blasted them back and forth and up and down, firing in short 
spastic bursts and using up the clip. Then he closed the door of the 
charnel room and went away. 

Nick knew nothing about repairing a diesel engine, but he was an 
expert at wrecking one. He found a heavy sledge hammer and went to 
work, the engine room ringing like a smithy as he demolished 
everything in sight that might serve to move the tug. When he had 
finished he was panting with exertion. He went topside again and 
leaped ashore into the mud. A single gleam of light still came from the 
porthole. 

As he slid and slithered across the island he tossed away his jacket. 
His shirt was plastered to his brawny torso. He tore off his socks, not 
because they bothered him, but because his feet would be warmer 
bare. He stood clad only in his shorts and trousers, a mud-plastered 
statue of a latter-day Hercules with an inch of mud adding to his 
already startling dimensions. 

Before going into the water for the quarter mile swim to the Lido 
shore he checked his weapons once more. He had discarded the 
machine gun. The Luger, fully-loaded again, was in his belt. The 
stiletto nestled in the sheath on his forearm. The gas pellet was in his 
pants’ pocket. They were all he had and all he would need. Silence, 
stealth, were the key words from now on. He would invade 
Manfrinto’s stronghold again and strip him of his men one by one, 
sapping the man’s strength like letting blood. 

The water was much warmer than the air and Nick found himself 
almost enjoying his swim to shore. It was not far, and in the lee of the 
island where his quarry had crossed the waves were not too 
threatening. He swam with the steady, monotonous, old-fashioned 
crawl that had once taken him across the English Channel the hard 
way—from France to England. 

He came up the rocky beach on his face, mindful of the radar. He 
had gotten under it last night and he hoped to do it again, but 
somewhow he felt that Manfrinto wouldn’t be depending too much on 
his radar tonight. It was puzzling that the man had bothered to come 
to the casino at all. Some unfinished business, perhaps? Or was it just 
the satyriasis? Was the need for a woman all that had taken Manfrinto 
to the casino when his job of arming the bomb was so nearly 
completed ? Or was it something else ? 

N3 shook his head to clear it and drain his ears of water. No time 
now to puzzle over abstractions or distractions. There was just 
something about this setup that he didn’t like or understand. Let it go. 
How was he going to get into the casino? 

He crawled round the place, hearing only faint sounds within and 
seeing no light. He found the radar truck in the rear, deserted. That 


meant at least two more men in the house to protect Manfrinto. 

He ignored the kitchen door by which he had entered last night. 
They had been off guard then, had depended on their radar and been 
fooled by it. Anyway they would have examined the door by now and 
found the marks of his picklock on it. If they were setting a trap—and 
he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were—then a good place for it 
would be in the kitchen. 

When he found the rope still dangling from the attic window he 
felt a sudden chill. The rope screamed trap! Climb up and be caught. 
Nick scowled in the howling blackness. Certainly Manfrinto couldn’t 
be that hopeful, wouldn’t downgrade his opposition so blatantly. 
Manfrinto was a good agent, a fine agent and he would never 
underestimate AXE in this manner. And by now, of course, the man 
either knew or guessed that AXE was after him. The three dead men 
Nick had left in his wake were evidence enough of that. 

Nick lay and fingered the tope. The wind moved it about his head, 
bowing it taut. He gave it a gentle tug. The ring bolt in the attic 
appeared to be holding. He put more weight on it. It still held. 

Rapidly he filtered the thing through his mind. On the face of it, 
the rope spelled trap. Left for him, to tempt him. There was, in fact, 
no other way to get into the casino without making some noise and 
they would know that. 

But suppose it was a genuine mistake on their part, a colossal boo- 
boo? Such things happened more often than was supposed. Suppose it 
was happening now? They, someone, all of them, had simply forgotten 
to remove the rope. It was an intriguing possibility. They would know 
that, of course, and know how it would appeal to him. Nick frowned. 
Again he had the feeling that he was being coerced, nudged into 
something. 

But he really had no choice, he told himself. If he did, it was of the 
Hobson variety. It was either the rope or waste a lot of time trying to 
get into the casino some other way. He was a gambler : his entire life, 
his profession, was one big gamble. 

The wind smashed back again and blew the rope from his grasp. 
Nick grabbed for it, his face grim. He would be a fool to turn down 
this chance just because of over-caution. If it was a trap—well, it was 
a trap! He would get out of it somehow. 

In the meantime he had a little trick of his own. He started up the 
rope hand over hand. The storm ranted at him. Up he went, past the 
silent, dark windows to the sixth floor. The little attic window gaped 
just above him. Wind screamed. 

Nick dangled by one hand while he fumbled in the pocket of his 
trousers for the gas pellet on which he clicked a tiny knob. He pushed 
himself away from the wall with one foor, swung out, and lobbed the 


gas bomb through the open attic window. If it was a trap, and they 
were waiting in there, they were due for a nasty surprise. 

He waited five minutes—fighting the wind—to give the deadly 
fumes time to disperse. The wind entering the window would aid in 
that. Then he climbed the remaining live feet and looked over the sill, 
holding his breath. Nothing. The attic was a long oblong of darkness. 
Nick let himself breathe cautiously, sniffing at the air. It was pure 
again. He squeezed his big shoulders through the window, the Luger 
ready in his hand. A surge of triumph began to run in him. Maybe, by 
God, just maybe they had pulled a boo-boo and— 

Lights flashed on in the attic. Nick blinked in the sudden brilliance. 
So it had been a trap. And a good one. He saw at once that it was no 
use. 

Vanni Manfrinto and two other men stared at him from behind 
snouty gas masks. The two men had machine guns, Manfrinto a pistol. 
Before him, bound and gagged, her eyes terror stricken, Manfrinto 
held the Princess as a shield. 

Manfrinto’s voice came muffled through the gas mask. “Drop it, 
Carter, and put up your hands. One wrong move and we'll shoot the 
guts out of you—and her, too.” 

Nick dropped the Luger. He raised his hands. Manfrinto knew who 
he was, then. How ? 

He had his answer immediately. He looked at the Princess again. 
Her dress was torn down the front to reveal part of one snowy breast. 
The raw red burns stood out against the white flesh. They had burnt it 
out of her. 

Manfrinto came close to Nick and he could see the man’s eyes 
through the mask. Strange amber eyes, like a lion. 

Manfrinto tugged off his mask and signalled his men to do 
likewise. “It’s safe now,” he said with a sneer. “Our friend here is not 
dead.” He pushed the Princess roughly to one side. She would have 
fallen had not one of the men caught her. Caught her and squeezed 
her naked breast in the same movement. 

Manfrinto considered Nick as the other man searched and 
disarmed him, plucking the stiletto from its sheath. “You couldn’t 
resist the rope, could you?” Manfrinto smiled. His teeth were bad. “I 
couldn’t have resisted it myself,” he added. “You had to take the 
chance, didn’t you?” 

Nick said nothing. He watched Manfrinto closely. One thing about 
the man struck him immediately— Manfrinto was far older that he 
had supposed. He must be as old as Hawk, or nearly. Somehow Nick 
had expected a much younger man. 

The leonine eyes were watching him closely. Manfrinto had sparse 
pale eyelashes and brows, nearly colourless. They made his amber, 


lion-like eyes seem bigger. Then Manfrinto said a very strange thing. 

“You are surprised about something,” he told Nick. “So am I. I had 
expected someone else to come. A very old enemy of mine. I hoped to 
kill him.” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


WHEEL OF FATE 


THE MUZZLE of a machine gun in his back, Nick Carter was taken 
down the front stairs. The Princess was not with them and, when he 
turned his head to look for her, he got a vicious jab and a muttered 
curse from the gunner. 

“Nyet!” 

Nick considered that. These guards were Russian. They figured to 
be tougher than the Yugoslavs. 

They descended to the foyer with the tessellated floor which Nick 
remembered from the previous night. His guard prodded him across 
the foyer and into a spacious long room filled with gaming apparatus. 
It was obviously the main salon of the casino. Most of the devices 
were draped in white dust covers. Most but not all. A roulette wheel 
was undraped, ready for action, as were two long, green-felted 
chemin-de-fer tables. 

On one of the tables was lying a man swathed in white bandages. 
Only his face was visible, submerged like a pale chrysalis in the gauze 
cocoon. Even so, Nick recognised him at once. It was the man called 
Ivor who had been on the Orient Express. Hell and damnation! So he 
hadn’t killed him after all. Even the fall from the train hadn’t killed 
him. Nick kept his face impassive and stared at the man. 

Manfrinto and his lieutenant, the man named Milos, came into the 
salon. No sign of the Princess. Two men with machine guns followed 
Manfrinto and took their places by the door. The guard who had 
escorted Nick downstairs went to a far corner of the room and faced 
Nick, his weapon at the ready. Five of them! And none would get too 
close to him. They knew their business too well for that. Nick stood 
silently, his big arms lax by his side, and tried to figure an angle. 

Vanni Manfrinto, pistol in hand, prodded Nick in the back, careful 
to stay at arm’s length. 

“Go to the table where Ivor can see you,” he commanded. “Take a 
good look at your handiwork, Carter. He’s dying, you know. We’ve 
had the devil’s own time keeping him alive.” 

“Tm awfully sorry,” said the AXEman in his best tearful crocodile 
tones. “Please accept my apologies.” 

The pistol jabbed him again. It hurt. “Get over there,” Manfrinto 
snapped. “Close, so he can see you. He can’t turn his head.” 

Nick stepped close to the long green table. He stared down at the 


waxen face in the cocoon of bandage. Behind him Manfrinto said : 
“Tvor—Ivor? Try, comrade ! Open your eyes and look at this man. Is 
he the one on the train?-The one with the Princess de Verizone?” 

The dying man’s eyelids were like thin wafers of yellow wax. 
Slowly, very slowly, as though the effort was far beyond his strength, 
the man opened his eyes. He stared up at Nick Carter. With all this 
slime and mud on me, Nick thought, my own dear dead mother 
couldn’t recognise me. Not that it mattered. They knew. 

“Well?” rasped Manfrinto. “Is it?” 

The man nodded. The barest hint of yes. Then his head lolled to 
one side and his eyes glazed in death. 

Manfrinto cursed behind Nick. “That bitch! That lying bitch. She 
told me you were only lovers, that she had picked you up on the train 
and slept with you for money. That she had never seen you before, 
that she did not know you were AXE, that you were not working 
together.” 

Nick turned to face the man, turned slowly, aware of the machine 
guns covering him. He must try to do what he could for the Princess. 
It was not likely to be much. 

“She told you the truth,” he said. “It was a chance meeting, 
nothing more. I picked her up. She didn’t know I was AXE. She didn’t 
know my real name. It was only a matter of going to bed together. I 
don’t know anything about the woman. I left the train in Venice and 
never saw her again until a few minutes ago.” If you are going to lie, 
do it right—do it big. At least he was gaining a few precious seconds 
of life. As long as those fingers didn’t press the triggers of the machine 
guns— 

Vanni Manfrinto didn’t even bother to contradict. With a look of 
contempt on his hatchet face he kicked a chair towards Nick. “Sit 
down, you. Tie him, Milos.” 

With Nick’s arms bound to the chair, Manfrinto struck him heavily 
in the face. Again and again. Back and forth. Nick rode with the blows 
as best he could and fury began to rise in him. He kicked out viciously 
at the man and nearly caught him in the groin. Manfrinto skipped 
back out of range breathing heavily. He stared at Nick from his yellow 
eyes, composing himself. He lit a cigarette. 

Finally: “Look, Carter. Let’s get a few things straight. I don’t think 
you quite understand. I’ve got you cold, but I don’t particularly want 
you. I want your boss. I want Hawk! And I know he’s around 
somewhere—he wouldn’t miss a chance like this—so it’s no use lying. 
Where is Hawk ? What are his plans ?” 

Nick did not have to lie or pretend. “I don’t know what the hell 
you’re talking about,” he said. “All right—I’m Carter! I won’t deny 
that. But the girl didn’t know it—and about Hawk, I suppose he’s in 


Washington waiting to hear from me. He never does these jobs 
himself.” 

Manfrinto thrust his glowing cigarette at Nick’s face. It missed his 
eye and seared his cheek. “You're still lying,” said the man. “Lying 
about the girl, about everything. She told us you were Nick Carter. We 
tortured it out of her. So you had to tell her. She couldn’t have known 
otherwise. You’re much too clever for that. And if you told her, then 
you two are working together. I know all that, Carter, so why bother 
to lie about it?” 

“I didn’t tell her I was Carter,” lied Nick Carter. How to save her? 
It looked impossible. He began to spin a crazy tissue of lies, anything 
that came into his head. Talking meant so much time gained—and he 
might be able to confuse if not convince. 

“Tl tell the truth,” he said. “I did pick her up and sleep with her 
and follow her to get to you. But she didn’t know anything about it. 
She’s just a whore Manfrinto, a whore doing her job. Maybe I talked in 
my sleep, maybe she snooped through my stuff while I slept. Maybe 
she just happened to come up with the name Carter. A person under 
torture will say anything.” 

Vanni Manfrinto actually looked indignant. Hurt. He pushed a thin 
hand through his bushy hair. “And maybe I’m Tito,” he said at last. 
Then, in a flash of temper, “You’re making things rougher than they 
have to be, Carter. ’ve told you I don’t care about you or the girl! I 
want your chief, Hawk. And he wants me. He’s been after me for 
years. I tell you he wouldn’t miss a chance like this. Where is he at 
this moment. Carter?” 

Nick shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

He was beginning to understand a little. Just a little. 

Manfrinto made a gesture with his hand. “All right. Pll get it out of 
you sooner or later. Bring the girl, Milos. Bring Her Grace, the 
Princess. We’ll see how much of her pain Carter can bear.” 

So he could not save her after all. Nick sat in his chair, eyes staring 
at the floor in apparent despair, but with his mind racing but to no 
avail. He wasn’t going to come up with anything this time. There were 
five of them, all armed, and they knew their business. He was bound 
to a chair. He could have burst his bonds with one great effort of 
muscle, but the machine guns would cut him down. 

Milos came back pushing the Princess before him. She had made 
no effort to repair the rent in her dress and one breast still showed. 
Her hair was tangled and snarled and there were great black bruises 
beneath her eyes. Her face was a dead, fish-belly white. She trembled 
convulsively before Manfrinto, not looking at Nick. She exuded a pure 
essence of terror that Nick could almost smell. Poor lovely slut, he 
thought, she’s absolutely stiff with terror. 


“Take off your clothes,” Manfrinto ordered. “All of them.” 

She obeyed like an automaton, not looking at her tormentor. The 
torn frock fluttered around her slim legs. She unhooked her bra and 
dropped it, stepped out of panties, stripped off a garter belt and 
stockings. She kicked away her shoes and stood naked before them, 
every line and curve of her lovely slim body revealed in the glare of a 
huge crystal chandelier. All the while she kept her eyes downcast, 
looking at the floor. Never once did she look at Nick. 

The man Milos reached to tweak one of the firm white buttocks. 
He laughed hoarsely and looked at his boss. “It is a shame to kill this 
one too soon, Vanni! Can’t we have a little fun with her first?” 

Manfrinto made an impatient movement. “Later, perhaps. There is 
time. I don’t think Carter here is going to let us torture her to death. 
He'll talk.” 

I might at that, Nick thought furiously, if I knew what to talk 
about. But he didn’t. Manfrinto wanted information about Hawk— 
seemed to think that Hawk was nearby—and Nick didn’t know 
anything about Hawk! Except that he was probably at his desk where 
he belonged. Nick didn’t have anything to trade with Manfrinto, and 
the Princess was going to have to pay for it. Nick found himself 
hoping that she fainted easily. 

She did. After they put her on the long chemin-de- fer table—the 
corpse of Ivor having been removed— and spread-eagled and tied her, 
they began to burn that lovely belly with cigar and cigarette butts. She 
screamed and arched her body each time the flame bit into her flesh. 
Nick kept his face impassive and tried to close his nostrils against the 
smell of seared flesh. 

Manfrinto watched Nick closely as they tortured the Princess and 
said, “I think I’ve underestimated you, Carter. I think you would let us 
kill her. And I know it would be a waste of time to torture you. Rather 
an impasse, isn’t it? Any suggestions?” His smile was evil. 

Nick was silent. He prayed, as nearly as he could pray, for the 
Princess to faint. And lusted with every inch of him for the throat of 
Vanni Manfrinto. 

The woman screamed again. Then Milos cursed. “She’s fainted on 
us, Vanni. What about Carter? Can’t we work on him a little?” 

Slowly Manfrinto nodded. “I don’t think it will do any good, Milos. 
But you can try. In a minute—” 

Manfrinto came close to Nick again. “This is your last chance,” he 
told the AXEman. “You’d better take it. Tell me where Hawk is, what 
he’s up to, how he means to try to take me, and I’ll make it easy for 
you and the woman. A machine gun burst in the head for each. You’ll 
never feel it. We’ll even do it from behind so she won’t know when it’s 
coming. It will all be very fast and neat, Carter, without mess or pain. 


We’ve got our own little crematorium in the basement and later we'll 
scatter your ashes over the Adriatic. Together. Your ashes entwined, 
as it were. How about it, Carter? You know in your heart that it’s as 
fine and painless an end as any agent could wish for. Not many get it.” 

In a way he was right, of course, Nick had to admit that. He said, 
“You make it all sound cozy. If I agree, will you have an organ play 
while you’re cremating us? Maybe the ‘Beautiful Isle of Somewhere’? 
I’ve always liked that.” 

The leonine eyes did not blink. They watched Nick for a long time. 
“Okay,” said Manfrinto. “You’ve had your chance.” He turned to the 
waiting Milos. “See what you can do with him. Forget the girl for 
now.” 

“She’s still unconscious,” said Milos, “and I’ve just had an idea. Let 
us have a little fun, Vanni.” He whispered in his chief’s ear. Nick saw 
a slow smile grow on Manfrinto’s face. He shrugged. “All right. But I 
don’t think he will be able to perform. You’re wasting your time. But 
it will be fun to watch.” 

Milos grinned. “At least he’ll wake up the woman. If she’s faking 
we'll soon know. No woman can resist moving at a time like that!” 

Before Nick could figure out this particular bit of deviltry he was 
untied from the chair and told to stand up. The three machine gunners 
moved in, forming a circle about him a discreet six feet away. 

“Take off your pants,” Milos said. Nick obeyed. 

“Shorts, too,” the man said. Nick stripped off his mud and water- 
ruined shorts. Now he was as naked as the Princess. 

Milos was having trouble restraining his laughter. Manfrinto stood 
a little apart, smiling tolerantly. At Nick’s puzzled glance he said, “I 
am sorry, Carter, but this has been a long and hard mission. Boring, 
too. They’ve been caged up too long. You will understand that I must 
let them have a little fun.” 

Nick flexed his muscles. Some of the mud had dried and flaked off 
now. One of the machine gunners said, “He’s a big one. Look at the 
size of him. Maybe I’ll take that bet, Milos. I think he can perform 
even in these conditions.” 

Milos laughed. “Not him. He’s too scared to perform!” To Nick he 
said. “Get on the woman. Let’s see what you can do.” ‘ 

Nick stared at the man. In that terrible instant, terrible because he 
so nearly forgot all his cunning and training, he was hovering on the 
brink of disaster. Of death! All the discipline of the years nearly 
slipped away. But he caught himself. Not yet! 

To Milos he said, “You are an obscenity to end all obscenities. You 
are the foulest shit! Iam going to enjoy killing you.” 

Milos stepped to one of the guards and seized the man’s tommy 
gun. He pointed it at Nick. “Get on the woman, damn you, or I'll gut 


you right now!” Milos glanced at Vanni Manfrinto for permission. 

KILLMASTER saw Manfrinto’s faint nod. The man had given up 
hope of getting the truth out of Nick. 

Nick went to the table where the naked Princess lay. One of the 
guards was cutting her bonds with a knife. “If she comes to life,” the 
man giggled, “we want to know it. If we’re going to have a show let’s 
have a good one. She can’t do anything if she’s tied down.” 

The butt of a tommy gun rammed into Nick’s spine. “Get up there, 
big lover man! See if you can wake her up.” There was much rough 
laughter and lewd remarks and an exchange of bets. 

Nick Carter lowered his big body on top of the woman. Her flesh 
was cold. She was trembling beneath him and he knew that she was 
conscious. Gradually he let his full weight come down on her, felt his 
chest mashing her small breasts. He put his cheek alongside hers. He 
could feel a pulse beating faintly in her throat. 

Nick whispered against her ear. “Hold on, honey. I’ll get you out of 
this.” Her only reply was an agonized moan. 

A ragged pain lanced through Nick. Milos had pressed the glowing 
end of a cigar against one of the AXEman’s buttocks. Nick’s threshold 
of pain was high, but he could not hold back a gasp of agony as Milos 
held the flame against his flesh. 

Milos twisted the fiery end of the cigar in with a screwing motion. 
“Perform, damn you!” His laugh was the essence of lewdness. “I’ve 
always wanted to see the great Nick Carter in action !” 

Fury and pain made the blood din in Nick’s ear. Again he 
restrained himself only with a herculean effort. Would it not be better 
to die, to leap at them and smash them, to take as many as possible 
with him before he died, than to suffer this humiliation? The cigar 
seared him again. Then a sharper pain. One of the machine gunners 
had come closer and was holding lighted matches to the short hairs 
around his anal region. Nick’s flesh was not so resolute as his spirit— 
his muscles contorted even as he repressed a groan, and he made an 
involuntary thrusting motion. 

He heard their obscene laughter. And did not hear it. He was 
conscious, with a sort of unbelieving horror, that he was beginning to 
react physically to the tortured female body below him. The flesh, his 
flesh, was so strong—yet so weak. 

But his cold mind saw, despite the pain and degradation, that one 
of the guards had become careless. The man, eager to see better, had 
moved too near to Nick. Within arm’s reach now, his vacuous face 
split in an imbecile grin as he enjoyed the show. The tommy gun 
drooped laxly in his hands. 

Nick kept his eye on the machine gun as he groaned and writhed 
under the torture. He let his moans grow louder as another match was 


applied to his backside. The man was close enough now, but if he took 
another step it would be better. It was going to be a desperate chance, 
but it was his only one. Get that tommy gun and start shooting. His 
chances of coming out of it alive were less than zero, but it was better 
than this abject cowering. 

He tensed his muscles for the attempt. At that moment, the door 
for the salon banged open and a man yelled at Manfrinto in excited 
Russian. 

“The tug does not answer the radio, Comrade! Neither does the 
tomb. And I cannot get in touch with any of the divers ! Something 
has gone badly wrong !” 

For a tenth of a second their attention was diverted. It was enough. 
Nick went into action. 

He reached to his right, aiming his big hand like a claw at the 
guard’s trouser fly. His steely fingers closed around the man’s testicles 
and he crushed them. 

The man screamed, a high neighing shriek of total agony as his 
balls were crushed to pulp. He fell towards Nick. Nick rolled off the 
table and grabbed the tommy gun as it fell from the nerveless grasp. 

Nick let go a tearing burst across the table, firing just over the 
woman’s belly. He got the first guard in a withering blast that tore the 
man in half. The second guard had time to lift his weapon and get off 
a shot before Nick blasted the weapon from his hands. 

He saw Manfrinto sprinting for the door. Milos was firing at Nick 
with his heavy pistol and the man who had brought the message was 
standing his ground and firing at Nick with a revolver. They were in 
panic and shooting too fast and they did not hit him except for a 
gouge in one thigh. Yet they had to be reckoned with— he could not 
kill Manfrinto and he could not go after him until the others were out 
of the way. 

As he killed Milos with a long burst in the man’s belly, he saw 
Manfrinto duck out the door. Nick dove under the table for some 
slight protection—it was senseless to take chances now that he was so 
nearly clear—and let go a blast with the tommy gun on an upward 
slant at the door. The man there swung and clutched at the door, then 
slid to the floor. 

Nick did not so much as glance at the Princess. He charged out the 
door, buck naked, the tommy gun in his hands. The front door was 
open and the wind slammed in carrying a blinding curtain of sand and 
rain with it. 

Near his head the wall exploded in a cloud of white plaster. Nick 
swung around and let go a burst down the corridor leading back into 
the house. The man at the kitchen door slumped and fell. Behind him 
another man reached for the tommy gun which had rolled from the 


dead man’s grasp. Nick tore his head off just as the gun went dry. He 
flung it away and plunged out into the night. He ran for the beach. 

When he reached it he saw Manfrinto. The man was in the little 
dinghy, rowing with powerful strokes towards the isola de morto. The 
dinghy, even in the lee of the island, was being tossed about like a 
cork on the furious waves. 

He’s not going to make it, Nick thought as he dived into the 
storming surf and began his tireless crawl. I hope to God the bastard 
can swim! To come all this way, to have killed so many and taken 
such risks—it would be a bitter blow to lose Manfrinto and the secret 
of the bomb now. 

He cut through the water like a destroyer that looked more derelict 
than it really was. He was calling on his immense reserves now, 
KILLMASTER moving in for the kill. A pity it couldn’t be the real 
thing, that he couldn’t stamp on Manfrinto like a bug. But he couldn’t. 
If Hawk was right, the man was the only one who knew where the 
bomb was and could find it by its bearings. The others, even the top 
men, must have worked by the lighted buoy. 

He shot a glance at Manfrinto. He was gaining on him now, edging 
in between him and the island. He had to beat him there if he could— 
there were plenty of arms in the tomb and on the tug and Manfrinto 
knew it. If he got to the tomb, or the tug, first he could hole in and 
stand off half a regiment. They would get him eventually, but it would 
be an untidy end—and KILLMASTER liked things neatly done. And 
there was always the chance that a stray bullet might kill the man 
before he could be made to talk. 

He saw the dinghy go over in a welter of foam. Manfrinto was in 
the water. 

Nick hesitated a moment, treading water, ready to go after 
Manfrinto if the man did not surface. Could he swim? 

He could. And Nick lost his slight advantage. Manfrinto was 
heading for the island in a steady beating crawl, his bare shoulders 
flashing. He was keeping his wits and had pulled off his clothes while 
still underwater. Nick swirled and concentrated on beating Manfrinto 
to the island. 

He soon realised that it was going to be a near thing. The man was 
a superb swimmer, as good as Nick, perhaps an edge better. He gained 
ever so slightly on the AXEman. 

Nick put out every ounce of strength left to him. If Manfrinto got 
to a weapon, those grenades for instance, the odds could change 
drastically. He inhaled mightily, filling his vast lungs, put his head in 
the water and churned. 

Even so Manfrinto beat him to the island by a second or two for 
when Nick slid out of the water and on to the slime, he saw the man a 


dozen paces in front of him running hard for the tomb. Nick went 
after him in great bounds and began to gain a bit. The ground under 
foot was treacherous going, the mud clinging and sucking and as slick 
as glass. Nick staggered on, his eyes fixed on the fleeing figure. He 
slipped and went into a long slide and only a leaning tombstone saved 
him. Manfrinto was nearly to the tomb now. Once he got inside that 
iron door, with its narrow opening, and had a weapon— 

Manfrinto suddenly disappeared. Nick, a dozen long strides behind 
the man, heard a screaming curse and a mighty splash even above the 
roar of the storm. Manfrinto had fallen into one of the many yawning 
graves washed open by the bora. 

Nick reached the long, deep grave which was full to the brim with 
muddy water. Manfrinto was trying to climb out over the far side with 
something white glinting in his hand. Nick went over the grave in a 
long diving lunge. Manfrinto turned and struck at him with the white 
thing, ft was an old thigh bone. 

The bone broke over Nick’s head. “You’ll need more than that,” 
Nick told Manfrinto as he grappled with him. He lanced a straight 
right at the man’s solar plexus. The man was already gasping for air, 
clinging to Nick like a limpet. He was nearly done. 

Yet not quite. He was tough. He fastened his teeth in Nick’s throat 
and bit deep, like a dog, going for Nick’s jugular. He was like a dog. 
Nick thought in a rare moment of near panic. A bulldog. He slammed 
his big fists into the man’s body again and again. Still Manfrinto hung 
on, his teeth grinding and shredding at Nick’s throat. His endurance 
was unbelievable, Nick thought, yet he could understand it. Manfrinto 
was fighting for his life and knew it. 

The teeth were perilously near a vital spot. Nick stopped trying to 
beat Manfrinto off. He embraced him and took a deep breath and slid 
down into the water-filled grave. It was the only way. 

Nick pulled the man under him and pushed him down, going with 
him to the very bottom of the grave. He could feel the ooze, the slime 
of years. This had to be done just right, timed perfectly. He didn’t 
want to drown the man, dared not, yet he must get those terrible feral 
teeth out of his throat. 

Nick’s own great lungs were almost exhausted before Manfrinto 
gave up the fight. Suddenly he felt the man go limp in his grasp. The 
teeth came away from his throat. Nick stood up in the grave, swaying 
on the uneven footing. 

Manfrinto was gasping piteously, a fish dying on land. Yet he took 
a last feeble swing at Nick. The AXEman picked up a skull that floated 
nearby and smashed Manfrinto on the head with it. The man was 
through. 

Nick Carter stood for a minute in the grave, chest-deep in water. 


He gathered his strength and climbed out, hauling Manfrinto like a 
bundle of kindling. This thing wasn’t over yet. 

He flung Manfrinto over his shoulder and made his way back to 
the lee side of the island. Across the strip of water, torn by the wind, 
the door of the Casino Garibaldi stood open. A brilliant slash of light 
issued from it, falling over the bricked steps in a flimsy polygon. 
Nothing moved over there. 

Nick hesitated long enough to aerate his lungs thoroughly, then 
plunged once more into the turbid surf towing Manfrinto by hair. 

He approached the casino cautiously, carrying the still unconscious 
man. There was no sound from the house, no movement. From the 
open door came the stench of cordite. 

Manfrinto stirred in Nick’s arms and muttered something. Nick 
swung his fist against the drooping chin and there was silence again. 

Nick trod softly to a corner of the casino and peered towards the 
back. The radar truck was gone. He liked that. The others, what others 
there were, had taken off in fright and defeat. The Italian police could 
handle them. 

He carried Manfrinto into the casino. Death lay everywhere 
undisturbed. The smell of powder was stronger mixed now with the 
odour of fast congealing blood that snaked in scarlet rivulets across 
the floor. Nick stepped over the body at the door and carried 
Manfrinto to the chemin-de-jer table. He saw the still naked Princess 
de Verizone sitting in the chair he had occupied. She did not look up 
as he entered. She sat and stared at the floor softly. 

Nick dumped the limp Manfrinto on the long table. Rapidly, not 
looking at the woman, he bound Manfrinto with the same ropes that 
had been used on the Princess. Only when Manfrinto was secure did 
he turn to her. He picked up her dress from the floor and tossed it at 
her. 

“Put it on, Morgan. It’s all right now. It’s over. They’ve gone.” She 
did not move. 

Nick went to the body of Milos and recovered his Luger from the 
man’s pocket. He checked it, then went to the Princess again. She was 
still staring at the floor. 

Nick put a hand on the dark head. “Come on, honey. Snap out of 
it. It’s okay. No one is going to hurt you anymore.” 

She raised her head and stared at him. He picked up the dress and 
held it out to her. “Put it on. Please.” 

She took the dress and huddled it to her bare breasts. She stared at 
Nick out of depthless dark eyes in which something moved and 
glowed now. Nick felt a chill trace down his spine. This kid had just 
about had it. 

The Princess extended a finger at Nick. She pointed and, like a 


child, with the innocent bewilderment of a child, she said, “But you 
don’t have any clothes on! You’re naughty—yow’re naughty! I’m going 
to tell on you.” And she began to laugh softly. 

The AXEman had heard that sort of laughter before. He sighed and 
left her laughing. He went back to the chemin-de-fer table. Manfrinto 
was conscious again and watching him with yellow eyes. 

Nick showed Manfrinto the stiletto which he had also found on the 
dead Milos. He put the point of the weapon gently under the nail of 
Manfrinto’s big toe. 

“There has been a slight change of plans,” he told the man. “I’m 
going to ask the questions now. Where is the bomb, Manfrinto? I want 
the absolute bearings, so it can be pinpointed from the air.” 

The lion eyes blazed hate and defiance. “You can go to hell,” the 
man spat. “You'll never get it out of me—Owwwwwwwww, God !” 

Nick thrust the stiletto a little farther beneath the nail. He disliked 
this. He never enjoyed torturing a man, but there was no other way. It 
must be done. Manfrinto would talk in time. Nobody, but nobody, 
could stand up under torture forever. He prepared to use the stiletto 
again. 

“T don’t think you'll need that.” 

Nick whirled at the familiar voice. Who would ever have dreamed 
the old man could move so noiselessly. 

Hawk’s smile was grim behind the inevitable unlit cigar. He came 
to Nick and took the stiletto from his hand. He looked at Manfrinto for 
a moment, then back at Nick. 

“The Italian police are outside,” he said. “About a hundred of ‘em, 
more or less. I thought I had better come in first. Knowing how trigger 
happy you are at times.” 

It was one of the few times in Nick Carter’s life that he had been 
completely surprised, caught off guard, flabbergasted. He stared at his 
boss. 

“What goes on?” 

Hawk made a brief motion of dismissal. “Later. TP’ll explain 
everything later. Right now hadn’t you better get something on? The 
Italians already think all Americans are crazy—if they see you two 
like this!” He looked at the Princess, who was still clutching her dress 
to her naked breasts crooning to it as if it were a doll. 

“T kept her alive,” Nick said. “But only just. She’s in a bad way. 
She’ll need a lot of care. Maybe for a long time.” 

“She'll get it,” promised Hawk. “The very best.” He went back to 
the chemin-de-jer table and stood looking down at the bound 
Manfrinto. Nick, ignoring the mud and blood caking him, began to 
pull on his shorts and trousers, all he had left. He watched Hawk 
narrowly, with the feeling that the lost piece of the puzzle, the missing 


bit that had worried him, was about to fall in place. 

Manfrinto spoke first. He looked at Hawk and said, “Hello, David. 
It’s been a long time.” 

“Too long,” said Hawk. “I thought it would never come. You’ve 
had a long run, Vanni.” 

A bitter smile etched Manfrinto’s face. “Not long enough, David. 
But then it never is long enough, is it? It looks like you’ve won, 
David.” 

Nick watched, fascinated, forgetting to dress. With a shock he 
realised how long it had been since he, or anyone else, had called 
Hawk by his first name. David Alexander Hawk. Nick had nearly 
forgotten it. 

Manfrinto spoke again. “It was a dirty trick, David, not coming 
yourself. I thought you would. I wanted you to. But you sent Carter 
instead !” 

Hawk’s voice was low and firm. “I’m old now, Vanni. I had to send 
Carter. I don’t think I could have taken you—if that gives you any 
satisfaction.” 

“Not much, David. Well—it’s over. What now?” 

Hawk took the unlit cigar from his mouth. He stood for a moment 
with it poised in his fingers, looking down at the man on the table. 
When he spoke his voice was almost gentle. “You were never a fool, 
Vanni. Everything else detestable, but not a fool. Don’t be one now. 
You know what next!” 

Vanni Manfrinto closed his eyes. 

Hawk turned to Nick. “Get her dressed. I’ll go out and get my 
Italian friends. They’ll be getting impatient about now.” 

KILLMASTER looked at Manfrinto, then at Hawk. “You gave me an 
order, sir. About him. And we haven’t gotten the location of the bomb 
out of him yet.” 

Hawk smiled bleakly. “We will. The Italians have methods that, er, 
they won't let us use back in the States. He’ll tell us all about the 
bomb. Gladly. As for the order I gave you—to kill him ? I now 
countermand that order, N3. As of now your job is over—you are 
relieved of all duties and responsibilities relating to this mission.” 

Hawk left the room. Nick heard him talking to someone in the 
foyer. There came a rapid spate of excited Italian and Nick heard one 
Venetian voice saying, “You have Vanni Manfrinto, Signore? Good. He 
is most important to us. He is incompiuto, you understand? Unfinished 
business that we wish to clear up once and for all.” 

Hawk’s voice, very cold, said : “I have precedence, Captain. It was 
our understanding.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


L’ENVOI 


THEY WERE halfway across the Atlantic homeward bound before 
Hawk explained anything. Then he did so with apparent reluctance. 
He had been given a radiogram by the stewardess, had read it and 
tucked it in his pocket, when he looked at Nick Carter and cleared his 
throat. 

Nick was being very patient. He was also simmering. And 
becoming aware of many new and surprising facets in this old man. 

“Manfrinto talked,” Hawk said. “Loud and clear. My Italian friends 
know their business and they don’t have many inhibitions. Our ships 
have already located the bomb. Recovery operations are going on 
now. A temporary casing has been put around it to stop all radiation. 
It’s safe again.” 

“Too bad the public can’t know that,” said Nick. 

Hawk frowned. “Oh, we’ll have to let something leak to the papers 
so they’ll forget it, but mostly we’ll have to let it die a natural death. 
All this is very top secret, of course. It would never do to let the folks 
back home know that we couldn’t find our own bomb.” 

“We did find it,” Nick said shortly. 

Hawk touched Nick’s shoulder, something he had never done. “You 
found it,” Hawk said. “My thanks for an excellent job—but then I 
expect that of you. Oh, it might interest you to know where the bomb 
was.” 

KILLMASTER’S nod was tart. “I think I deserve that much,” 

“It was only halt a mile off the Lido,” Hawk said. “In shallow 
water. Manfrinto said that a Yugoslavian trawler—fishing illegally in 
Italian waters—had followed a school of fish in close to shore. They 
saw the actual plane crash and marked the spot with a buoy. Someone 
on board had brains enough to report it to Yugoslavian Intelligence. 
The rest, as they say, is history.” 

There was a long silence as Hawk rolled his cigar around in his 
thin lips. Nick had to speak first. 

“How is the Princess?” 

“T sent her to a sanitorium in Switzerland. I don’t know the 
prognosis yet, but I’ll keep in touch. She’ll be well taken care of. When 
she’s well she’ll get money and we'll try to resettle her someplace with 
a new name.” He gave Nick a sharp glance. “You can forget the 
Princess. She’ll never work for us again.” 


“I can’t quite forget her,” Nick said. “I sort of made her a promise 


”? 


“IT can guess what it was—forget it, too. I’ll handle it, if it comes to 
that. But a woman like the Princess never really changes.” 

Nick could not resist a cold grin. “You seem to know a lot about, 
er, courtesans, sir.” 

Hawk did not deign to answer that. He was lighting his cigar, a 
sure sign that he was perturbed about something, or about to do 
something he did not really want to do. 

Finally: “She kept me informed of your movements, of course. I 
suppose you knew? I wanted to be there at just the right time.” 

“T figured it out,” Nick said stonily. “It didn’t take a genius but I 
can’t say I like it. I thought she was the pigeon, the stalking horse, and 
all the time, I was.” 

“Not exactly true, son. Both of you were. I had to do it that way. 
Just as I had to use my top man. Nobody else could have done the 
job.” 

Nick waited. He knew by now that Hawk was going to tell him. 

“T suppose I owe it to you,” the old man said at last. “I don’t want 
any misunderstanding between us, son. The truth is that Vanni 
Manfrinto and I were friends once. Good friends. The best. We fought 
together as Partisans in Italy in ‘43 and ‘44. I was with the OSS then 
and they dropped me in to organise things. I was a sort of paymaster 
and general liaison with London. That’s how I met Manfrinto. He was 
head of a band of Partisans who were giving the Germans all sorts of 
hell. He was a good leader, a magnificent fighter. We got along 
immediately. We became very close.” 

Nick regarded his boss from the corner of one eye. Hawk was 
staring at the seat ahead of him, his eyes half closed, the smoke from 
his cigar spiralling up to wreathe his crisp grey hair. Nick Carter felt a 
sudden poignant pull at his heart—how much this old man had seen 
and done before he came to sit behind a desk and kill by remote 
control! Would Nick, in all his strength and glory now, in his hubris— 
would he ever come to this ? He pushed aside the thought. 

“IT do not love easily,” the old man said. “I have loved only one 
woman. She is dead now. And I have loved only one man in my life— 
Vanni Manfrinto. He was my brother in arms—my brother in 
everything but blood.” 

“What happened?” He knew that Hawk expected the question. 

“He betrayed us,” the old man said quietly. “He went over to the 
Germans for money. A lot of money, I hope, because he sold his soul 
for it. He betrayed us to the Gestapo. Fifty men died because of him. I 
and two others got away. They are dead now, too. I am the only one 
left of that group. Or will be, soon.” 


Nick could not miss the meaning of the last phrase. 
“What will happen to Manfrinto?” 
“IT am too old for such things now,” Hawk said. “But I left orders.” 


